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Abstract 

The present study examines the effects of immersion education on the English 

of two groups of advanced Swedish learners at upper secondary school. In 

immersion education, or CLIL, subject content is taught through a second 

language as a means of enhancing target language competence. In this study, 

language proficiency was measured in terms of the ratio of low frequency 

vocabulary (LFV) and the ratio of motivated tense shift (MTSh) in the learners’ 

free written production in English. An additional aim was to see whether the 

results were related to the students’ motivation as reported in a questionnaire.  

This longitudinal study was based on three sets of narratives, written by 

86 students, half of them enrolled at the International Baccalaureate Diploma 

Programme (IB) where English is the medium of instruction, and the other half 

at national programmes (NP), where English is studied as a foreign language. At 

the outset, the IB and NP groups had similar results on a general diagnostic 

test, which was the basis for the formation of three subgroups: I, II and III, 

with above average, average and below average scores respectively. Mean LFV 

and MTSh ratios as well as different kinds of motivation were compared, both 

overall and in the subgroups. 

The IB students overall, and those in subgroup III in particular, showed 

the best results. As to the overall results, the IB students used significantly 

higher mean ratios of LFV and MTSh than the NP students in the final set of 

compositions. There were also a number of motivational factors that were 

stronger in the IB students.  

As to the subgroups, the most interesting results were found in subgroups 

I and III. While the IB students in subgroup I had high mean ratios already in 

the first composition, and retained them over time, their use of MTSh tended 

to grow subtler. The NP students had lower mean results initially, and while 

their mean MTSh ratio increased and ended up on a level similar to that of the 

IB students, their mean LFV ratio remained low.  

In subgroup III the results of the IB and NP students diverged over time. 

While the IB students progressed as reflected in their mean LFV and MTSh 

ratios, the NP students tended to regress. The difference in mean LFV ratios 

was statistically significant. The IB students were also better motivated than 

their NP peers. In all, this study suggests that immersion education has positive 

target language effects, especially on less proficient but motivated students. 
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1 Introduction and aims 

1.1 Background 

“English is important”, writes one of the students who participated in this 

study. In its capacity of prestigious world language, English holds a unique 

position in the everyday life of many students, where it is used in numerous 

contexts. As another student puts it: “In the case of English, I suppose there is 

a constant connection through TV, radio and music”. The status of English is 

reflected in the Swedish school system, where it has a place among the 

mandatory subjects required at upper secondary school (Skolverket, 2008). 

Also, most career opportunities presuppose solid knowledge of English. Such 

knowledge can be achieved in different ways, but, there is a widespread belief 

that a naturalistic approach, where meaning is central, produces better results 

than direct instruction (Baker, 2001:87). The easiest way to reach naturalistic 

authenticity is to spend time in the target language society, but, by 

supplementing the focus on form with an emphasis on meaning, it is also 

possible to create authentic conditions in the foreign language classroom (Salili 

& Tsui, 2005:136).  

In the classroom situation it is possible to take the naturalistic approach 

one step further: all subjects can be taught through the medium of the target 

language. This is not a novelty; for instance, in the Roman Empire the medium 

of instruction was Latin and in the British colonies it was English (Sylvén, 

2004:1). Today, the use of a language other than one’s native language as the 

medium of instruction can be referred to in many different ways, e.g. as 

bilingual education, content-based language learning, plurilingual education and 

immersion education (Nixon, 2000:7). In Europe, there is a consensus to use 

Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), in Swedish referred to as 

SPRINT (språk- och innehållsintegrerad inlärning och undervisning) (Nixon, 

2000:7). However, how language and content is to be integrated tends to differ 

between implementers (Met, 1999:3). 

The term immersion education was first used in a series of studies in St. 

Lambert, Canada in the 1960s, conducted by Lambert and Tucker (de Courcy, 

2002:2). They found that the immersion method was a very successful way of 

making students proficient users of a target language, in this case French 

(Lambert & Tucker, 1972:203ff). Other studies found immersion education to 

be more effective than any other form of language learning apart from living 
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and going to school in the foreign country where the language is spoken 

natively (see. e.g. Lambert, 1990; Met, 1987). However, it has gradually become 

clear that implementation of immersion education outside of Canada has failed 

to show the same rate of success (European Commission, 2005:7).  

The first Swedish attempt at immersion education was conducted in the 

late 1970s (Åseskog, 1982), and during the 1990s, immersion education (or 

CLIL) gained increasing popularity (see e.g. Viberg, 1997:9). According to 

figures from 2000, CLIL was offered at 4% of all compulsory schools and 20% 

of all upper secondary schools, the target language most often being English 

(Nixon, 2000:3). There are two typical varieties of English CLIL in Sweden. 

The by far most widespread variety implements CLIL within the Swedish 

national curriculum, while the other can be found within an international 

school: the International Baccalaureate (Nixon, 2000:24). The International 

Baccalaureate was founded in Geneva in 1968, and initially its diploma 

programme was only offered by seven participating schools, two in the UK and 

one each in the USA, Switzerland, Lebanon, Iran and Denmark (International 

Baccalaureate Organization, 2008.). Today, the International Baccalaureate 

programmes range from the primary years to the diploma programme, and they 

are offered in 126 countries at over 2,000 schools. In Sweden, the diploma 

programme of the International Baccalaureate is taught through English, but it 

can also be taught through French or Spanish. Since assessment is partly carried 

out by external examiners, standardised use of written target language is 

emphasised.  

In the light of the popularity of immersion education, in Sweden and 

elsewhere, it is important to find out whether there actually are gains in overall 

proficiency when English is used as the medium of instruction. If there are, this 

would speak in favour of instituting immersion education. Despite this need for 

information, there is a lack of empirical studies on the effects of immersion 

education on the target language. The empirical studies that have been made 

tend to focus not only on target language proficiency, but on native language 

proficiency and subject knowledge as well (see e.g. Washburn, 1997; Wode, 

1999; Sylvén, 2004; Dalton-Puffer, forthcoming; Vollmer, forthcoming). Two 

Swedish studies (Sylvén, 2004; Washburn, 1997) could not link the CLIL 

method within the Swedish national curriculum to significant language 

proficiency gains. Rather, Sylvén found that proficiency was related to students’ 

extracurricular activities and Washburn’s study showed that subject content 

results of CLIL students were inferior to those of their peers in traditional 

education. However, other European studies suggest that the CLIL method 
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promotes specific language competencies on the one hand, and is valuable to 

students with average proficiency on the other (Vollmer, forthcoming; Dalton-

Puffer, forthcoming). Having said that, it should be borne in mind that it is 

difficult to compare the results of studies on different forms of CLIL since, as 

mentioned above, their implementation differs (Met, 1999:3). CLIL in Sweden 

is not necessarily comparable to CLIL in other parts of Europe, and CLIL 

within the Swedish national curriculum is likely to differ from the International 

Baccalaureate. One of the differences between the latter two is that written 

production in English is a recurrent feature in the International Baccalaureate, 

whereas CLIL students in the national curriculum rarely engage in any writing 

activities (Dalton-Puffer, fortcoming:15). To date, very few studies have been 

done in Sweden that actually compare the English proficiency of International 

Baccalaureate students with that of their peers at national programmes, where 

English is taught as a subject only. The present study aims to partly rectify that 

situation. 

Still, it is not only the way students learn English in school that influences 

their proficiency. Another influential factor is the amount of English input 

students encounter in their spare time. For instance, Swedish students can 

access subtitled English-speaking films on TV and in cinemas, and popular 

music tends to have English lyrics. There are also books and magazines in 

English, computer games, e-mail and interactive internet sites, like chat-groups. 

Furthermore, student motivation needs to be taken into consideration. The 

learning of an additional language has been described as a “social psychological 

phenomenon” (Gardner, 1985:2), a view that implies that the students’ English 

proficiency may at least to a certain extent be affected e.g. by their attitude 

towards language learning in general and towards English (both language and 

culture) in particular (MacIntyre, 2002:50; Gardner, 1985:2; Gardner & 

Lambert, 1972:3, 12ff). Consequently, even if students in immersion education 

turn out to be more proficient in English than their peers in the foreign 

language classroom, it is not necessarily the medium of instruction as such that 

is the sole reason for it. 

There are numerous studies dealing with motivation in education, but 

very few deal with the influence of extracurricular input on proficiency (see, 

however, Sundqvist, forthcoming). When it comes to studies on the effects of 

immersion education, the majority of the studies on immersion education are 

concerned with native language development and academic knowledge. As 

pointed out above, studies actually comparing target language proficiency of 

students in immersion education with students taught English as a subject only 
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are rare. In this respect, the present study might contribute valuable knowledge. 

Also, it may be of interest to those directly involved, such as teachers, students 

and parents, to know more about to what degree using English as the medium 

of instruction promotes students’ proficiency in English. 

1.2 Aims 

The primary aim of this study was to see whether students who received all 

their instruction in the target language, in this case English, became more 

proficient in their use of English than students who were taught English as a 

subject only. A second aim was to examine to what degree the initial 

proficiency of the participating students could be used to explain their 

development over time. Finally, based on responses to a questionnaire, this 

study aimed at determining in how far the students’ proficiency could be 

explained in terms of their motivation. 

My approach was to base the study on upper secondary students’ use of 

English in free, written compositions. In all, 86 students participated in this 

longitudinal study, spanning two school years. Half of them (43) were enrolled 

in the International Baccalaureate diploma programme with English as the 

medium of instruction, and the rest (also 43) were students at traditional 

national programmes, where English is taught as a subject only. During the two 

years of the study, each student wrote three compositions. It was this material 

that served as the basis for the present study.  

In this study, the degree of proficiency exhibited by the students was 

determined based on their use of vocabulary and verb tense. Since my intention 

was to measure positive rather than negative features such as the number of 

errors, I investigated students’ use of low-frequency vocabulary and the 

proportion of motivated tense shift in the compositions.  

It is my hope that this study will further an understanding as to how 

English as the medium of instruction contributes to students’ proficiency in 

English, and, at the same time, indicate other important factors which 

concurrently influence the students’ performance. I also hope that the study 

will, to some extent, give an insight into how students’ proficiency in English 

can develop over time. 
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1.3 Outline of the thesis 

This introductory chapter is followed by four background chapters. Chapter 2, 

which deals with bilingualism and bilingual education, discusses bilingualism 

from an individual as well as a societal perspective, and examines different types 

of bilingual education, with a focus on the International Baccalaureate. Chapter 

3 discusses different approaches to motivation in education. Chapter 4 gives a 

background to vocabulary acquisition and use, and includes a discussion of 

different definitions of lexical items, links between words and ways of 

measuring vocabulary proficiency. Finally, chapter 5 is devoted to theoretical 

approaches to the use of verbs and deals specifically with tense in context from 

a discourse perspective.  

Material and methods are presented in detail in chapter 6. After that 

follow three chapters of results and analyses. Chapter 7 presents the 

measurement of vocabulary quality, and the findings are illustrated with 

passages from the compositions. A small-scale analysis of the low-frequency 

vocabulary in some of the compositions is also included. Chapter 8 is devoted 

to the results of the survey of verb tense shift and contains samples of full-

length compositions by way of illustration. Chapter 9 presents the results on 

motivation and shows in what ways different aspects of motivation can help 

explain the results that were accounted for in chapters 7 and 8. The final 

chapter, chapter 10, is the summary and conclusion. 
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2 On bilingualism and bilingual education 

One major aim of the present study was to see whether bilingual education has 

an impact on students’ proficiency in the target language. In this section, I will 

therefore briefly discuss bilingualism as such, both as a societal and individual 

phenomenon. I will also describe various types of bilingual education, with a 

specific focus on the International Baccalaureate and the situation in Sweden. 

The terminology used for English as the target language needs to be 

commented on, since it has changed over the years. Originally, a distinction was 

made according to the environment in which non-native speakers were learning 

English. Consequently, if the learning took place in a non-native English 

environment, e.g. in Japan or Sweden, the term that was used was English as a 

foreign language (EFL). If, on the other hand, the learning took place in an 

English language environment, e.g. by immigrants to the U.K. or the U.S., the 

term English as a second language (ESL) was used. Today, the environment 

distinction tends no longer to be made, and ESL has become a standard term 

for the learning of English by non-native speakers, at least in Asia and North 

America (see e.g. Nayar, 1997). In this thesis, however, the foreign language term 

is used in places where a distinction needs to be made.  

2.1 Bilingualism  

It has been estimated that somewhere between half to two thirds of the world’s 

population are bilingual, and that the number is increasing (Baker, 2001:43). 

Moreover, bilingualism can be found in all countries, social classes and age 

groups. There are different perspectives on bilingualism. For instance, a societal 

approach allows for reflection on which language is used for which societal 

functions. From an individual’s point of view, it is of interest to know in which 

order the languages are learnt, and what effects bilingualism may have on a 

person. Questions such as these will be discussed in the following sections. 

2.1.1 Bilingual societies 

Bilingual societies can comprise different kinds of bilingualism. On the one 

hand, bilingualism can be based on ethnicity, in which case it can be referred to 

as folk bilingualism (de Mejía, 2002:40f). As such, it describes situations where 
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ethnic groups within a society speak different languages. The language of the 

larger, or more powerful, group is referred to as the majority language. It enjoys 

a certain amount of prestige as it comes to be associated with education, 

prosperity and power. At the other end of the scale we find ethnic groups that 

are smaller, or less powerful, and their languages are referred to as minority 

languages. To be able to function in society, these people have to acquire the 

majority language. Consequently, the use of a minority language tends to be 

restricted to the realm of the family and the local community (Baker, 2001:45).  

Another kind of bilingualism is dependent on social class, and one term 

used for this kind of bilingualism is elite bilingualism (de Mejía, 2002:5, 40f). We 

find elite bilingualism, for example, when people with a high socio-economic 

standing by choice learn an internationally prestigious language such as English, 

French, German or Spanish. As a consequence, these individuals gain access to 

the global market, which is an advantage if they want to advance economically 

and socially. De Mejía (2002:41) suggests that elite bilingualism can be seen as 

“a valuable personal possession which is consciously chosen and worked for”. 

However, she also points out that some researchers do not find the term elite 

bilingualism entirely suitable (de Mejía, 2002:42f). For instance, in societies such 

as the Scandinavian countries, the learning of foreign languages is not reserved 

for a small elite, but is rather seen as a prerequisite for anyone aiming at a 

middle-class job (de Mejía, 2002:42). In small countries like these, the mastery 

of foreign languages is simply a necessity, since the rest of the world takes little 

interest in learning one’s own. Another argument against the term elite 

bilingualism is based on the notion that today it is not only a small elite that is 

globally mobile. Rather, middle-class employees are sent abroad by their 

companies or, in Europe, many people take the opportunity to find jobs within 

the European Union. For these reasons, some researchers prefer to instead use 

phrases like prestigious bilingualism, voluntary bilingualism or enrichment bilingualism (de 

Mejía, 2002:42f). 

The kind of bilingualism that prevails in a society tends to influence the 

future of the languages concerned. In the case of folk bilingualism, the first 

language of ethnic groups speaking a minority language is often less prestigious 

than the majority language. As a result, the majority language tends to take over 

and replace the first language in these groups. Using terminology coined by 

Lambert (1974:119), this kind of situation is described as subtractive 

bilingualism, which results in monolingualism (Baker, 2001:58, 114f). In the 

case of elite bilingualism, by contrast, the attitude towards bilingualism is 

positive. While proficiency in the second language is positively associated with 
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future prospects, it poses no threat to the first language. As a result, there is an 

additive situation, where the two languages develop alongside each other 

(Baker, 2001:58, 114f). Traditionally, the approach to bilingualism differs 

between countries. According to Baker (2001:58), England and the USA are 

examples of countries where bilingualism tends to be subtractive, resulting in 

English monolingualism, while bilingualism tends to be additive in e.g. Sweden, 

where bilingualism is highly valued and needed. Josephson (2004:128), however, 

points out that in Sweden the approach to bilingualism is linked to the status of 

each language. Thus, the additive approach tends to be reserved for prestigious 

languages, preferably English, while bilingualism involving low status languages 

is most likely to be subtractive. 

2.1.2 Becoming bilingual 

Bilingualism can arise both in childhood and in adult life. In childhood 

bilingualism, the two languages can be acquired either simultaneously, which is 

the case for example in families where the parents have different native 

languages which are both used in the communication with their child, or 

sequentially, e.g. when a child learns one language at home and another in 

nursery or elementary school (Baker, 2001:87). Simultaneous bilingualism 

means that neither of the two languages concerned can be considered as the 

first language on its own, but rather the two together (de Mejía, 2002:46). In 

sequential childhood bilingualism, it is clear which language comes first, and 

bilingualism is acquired either informally, e.g. in nursery school, or formally, e.g. 

in school (Baker, 2001:93). In informal situations there is an emphasis on 

meaning rather than form, which is a typical feature of the subconscious 

process of language acquisition. Formal learning, on the other hand, typically 

takes place in foreign language classes, where language gains may follow upon 

conscious processes involving knowledge about the language. The focus is often 

on form rather than content, which is a typical feature of language learning 

(Baker, 2001:87, 113f; Krashen, 1977:152f; 1981:1f; 1985:1). Still, formal and 

informal learning can overlap, for instance when language education is made 

more naturalistic and less formal, bridging learning and acquisition. Reflecting 

on empirical research, Baker (2001:93) sees content-based language learning as 

a successful way to becoming bilingual, whereas foreign language learning 

appears less likely to lead to bilingualism. However, he points out that the 

success rate of foreign language learning differs between countries, with lower 
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rates in e.g. the USA and higher rates in e.g. the Netherlands, Sweden and 

Singapore. Baker attributes such outcome differences to the social, cultural, 

economic and political context surrounding the individual learner (Baker, 

2001:93f). Here, Josephson’s (2004:128) point about language prestige can also 

help explain the difference in success rates. In an English-speaking society it 

would be less likely for a foreign language to have a status similar to that of 

English. In small countries such as the Netherlands, Sweden and Singapore, on 

the other hand, there is a dependence on international contacts. A world 

language would therefore be likely to enjoy at least the same prestige as the 

native language, which would make people more apt to learn it. 

The ability to become bilingual is sometimes referred to as age related. 

However, there is no straightforward link between age and second language (or 

L2) proficiency (Singleton, 2004:226f). Rather, it appears that the effect of age 

differs between L2 features (Hyltenstam & Abrahamsson, 2001:155). For 

instance, children seem to pick up the sound system of a new language more 

quickly than adults, which tends to give them pronunciation benefits. Adults, 

on the other hand, who have more developed intellectual skills, have an initial 

advantage in e.g. morphology, and when it comes to learning a language in a 

formal context, e.g. in the classroom (Singleton, 2004:226f). Still, on the whole, 

age seems to be just one factor that helps explain successful language learning, 

along with e.g. motivation, learning context, length of exposure to and gains 

from knowing the target language.  

Another aspect of bilingualism is the many-faceted nature of language 

proficiency. Apart from the four language skills of listening, speaking, reading 

and writing, there are a number of sub skills, such as pronunciation and 

grammatical correctness that need to be mastered. When it comes to the ability 

in each of these sub skills, each bilingual person has their own profile (Baker, 

2001:4). Moreover, bilinguals’ use of their languages can be restricted to specific 

contexts or domains, e.g. by using one language for social interaction and the 

other for work (Baker, 2001:7). Within each of these sub skills and domains, the 

abilities of bilinguals might range from “native-like control” to “tourists with a 

few phrases”, and there seems to be no perfect way of finding a suitable level 

for a breaking point (Baker, 2001:6). In fact, it is common for bilinguals to be 

stronger in one of their languages in some, or all, contexts. However, the 

relative dominance of the languages can change over time (Baker, 2001:9). 

Nevertheless, one definition that has been favoured is that of balanced 

bilinguals, where the two languages are considered equally well developed. Such 
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a concept, however, does not imply that the actual ability level is the same 

between individuals.  

The discussion on different learning situations and outcomes shows that 

bilingualism is neither uniform nor static. Rather, bilingual people all differ as 

regards their ability and the relative balance of each of the two languages, 

whether this ability is developing or decreasing, the age at which they acquired 

each language and the context in which the languages are used. The motivation 

for learning an additional language may also differ in that it can be elective, i.e. 

resulting from an active choice e.g. in school, or it can be circumstantial, arising 

in situations where people have to learn a language to be able to function in 

society, which is reflected in the case of immigrants (Baker, 2001:3).  

2.1.3 Bilingualism and cognition 

In the assessment of the linguistic competence of bilinguals, there are two main 

ways of regarding the languages involved (Grosjean, 1985; 1994:1657). One 

view is to think of bilinguals as simply having access to two languages. This is 

referred to as the monolingual view, according to which bilinguals are expected 

to perform equally well in both languages, regardless of context and task. The 

other is holistic, and sees being proficient in two languages as a factor per se, 

which adds a linguistic dimension to an individual. In accordance with this 

view, language assessment should not be limited to specific tasks, but be based 

on the bilingual’s general linguistic competence. Also, bias caused by domain-

specific skill limitations should be avoided by allowing and evaluating mixtures 

of the two languages concerned (Grosjean, 1985:477; 1994:1658). 

Over time, there has been a change in the way the linguistic competence 

of bilinguals has been regarded by linguists (Baker, 2001:7f). From the 19th 

century up until the 1960s, there was a tendency to view linguistic skills in terms 

of a weighing scales or a balance, where being more proficient in one language 

was automatically assumed to imply a lower level of proficiency in the other 

(Baker, 2001:135). It was also believed that the brain was designed to have 

room for only one language, and that the storage of a second language would 

intrude on the storage of other types of learning. Consequently, bilingualism 

was believed to cause cognitive problems. Early studies supported these beliefs, 

but to later generations of researchers it was evident that the studies had had 

serious shortcomings (Baker, 2001:136). For instance, they were found to have 

been limited in scope as it was the bilinguals’ competence in the weaker 
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language that had been tested and compared to the linguistic competence of 

monolinguals. Also, the results of the studies had not been tested for statistical 

significance, and it turned out that some results could have arisen by chance. 

Baker (2001:139f) reports that in the 1930s, a re-evaluation of bilingualism was 

undertaken. It began when researchers took socioeconomic factors into 

consideration, finding that bilingualism did not affect a person’s IQ.  

Later on, in the early 1960s, a more holistic approach was taken. It was 

found that bilingualism could actually lead to cognitive advantages. In a 

groundbreaking study, using a broader measurement of intelligence than IQ, 

Peal and Lambert found that bilinguals enjoyed several intellectual advantages 

(Peal & Lambert, 1962:20f). These advantages have been described in the 

following way: “greater mental flexibility; the ability to think more abstractly, 

more independently of words, providing superiority in concept formation; that 

a more enriched bilingual and bicultural environment benefits the development 

of IQ; and that there is a positive transfer between a bilingual’s two languages 

facilitating the development of verbal IQ” (Baker, 2001:141). Although Baker 

(2001:141) points to a number of shortcomings in Pearl and Lambert’s study, 

the impact of the level of bilingualism being one, he nevertheless states that 

subsequent research has mainly confirmed Pearl and Lambert’s results. What 

has happened since the 1960s, though, is that research in this area has moved 

on from IQ testing to the areas of “thinking styles, strategies and skills” (Baker, 

2001:142). For instance, findings suggest that divergent, or creative, thinking is 

stronger in bilinguals and that bilingualism is positively related to metalinguistic 

abilities (Baker, 2001:145, 152). However, there are limitations to the findings 

on bilingualism and cognition. For instance, de Mejía (2002:40) notes that the 

studies tend to have been made on additive bilingualism, and thus mainly 

concern the acquisition of majority or world languages. This suggests that the 

results on the cognitive effects of bilingualism might have been influenced by 

factors such as motivation and prestige. Baker (2001:158) points out that when 

comparing monolinguals and bilinguals it is hard to ensure that the participants 

vary only with respect to language. Again, there could be other factors 

influencing the results. 

2.2 Bilingual education 

The underlying values of the politics on bilingualism and bilingual education 

differ. Ruíz (1984) suggested three perspectives on the subject. The first is that 
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bilingualism is believed to cause problems, e.g. cognitively, since individuals 

have to operate in two languages, and socially, since bilingualism can divide a 

country into two conflicting groups. In such cases, language transfer into 

majority language monolingualism is likely to be promoted, so as to ensure 

assimilation and harmony between language groups (Baker, 2001:110ff). The 

second view is that bilingualism is perceived as a right, which means that a 

minority language is promoted by way of enabling its speakers to use their 

native language in all contexts, without being discriminated against. The third 

view sees bilingualism as a resource, either in terms of economy or socially and 

culturally. On an individual basis, bilingualism could for instance be favoured 

for employment and career reasons, or even for affective reasons (Baker, 

2001:110ff). However, there is a tendency for the prestige of the languages 

concerned to influence the view on bilingualism. A world language tends to be 

seen as a resource, while low status minority languages tend to be seen as 

causing problems (Baker, 2001:374f). 

In the following sections I will discuss different forms of bilingual 

education, reflecting different views on bilingualism. I will also briefly discuss 

the International Baccalaureate and some aspects of bilingual education in 

Sweden. 

2.2.1  Various types of bilingual education 

There are many different ways in which a new language can be learnt. In 

informal cases a language can be acquired subconsciously, ‘on the streets’, being 

based on communication and content (Krashen, 1981:1f). Formal language 

learning, on the other hand, takes place in the classroom. It could be in a 

majority language environment, where majority language children take a 

language as a subject among other subjects. In such a context the focus is 

linguistic and the majority language serves as the instruction medium (Baker, 

2001:194). There are also language intensification programmes, where the 

number of hours assigned to a specific language is higher than usual (de Mejía, 

2002:45). What is typical of the latter two cases is that the target language is not 

used as the means of communication in a learner’s native society (Stern, 

1983:15f). Also, the aim is one of limited bilingualism (Baker, 2001:194).  

A completely different approach to language learning can be seen in 

submersion education. This term describes situations where minority language 

children go to majority language schools and are left more or less to their own 



 

13 

devices to keep up with the majority language curriculum. This form of 

education is bilingual in that it deals with bilingual children, but it is the 

majority language that is the medium, and monolingualism and not bilingualism 

that is the aim (Baker, 2001:204). Baker uses the metaphor of a swimming pool, 

which the minority language students are thrown into at the deep end and 

where they “may either sink, struggle or swim” (Baker, 2001:195). Under these 

circumstances the target language tends to be a majority language that is used as 

the official means of communication in society (de Mejía, 2002:46). The 

educational aim is assimilation into a monolingual society (Baker, 2001:194).  

Various forms of bilingual education can be found somewhere in between 

the two extremes described above. What they have in common is that there are 

two languages that are used as mediums of instruction. As a result, the focus is 

not solely on the languages involved, but just as much on academic 

achievement in the subject areas (de Mejía, 2002:46). However, there are 

different kinds of bilingual education, depending upon whether bilingualism is 

the aim or if there just happen to be bilingual children in the classroom. A 

number of factors need to be taken into consideration: the languages that are 

used in the home, the languages used in school, the languages used in the 

community and the status of these languages. Another difference can be found 

in the aims of the bilingual education. One aim could be to promote a shift 

from a minority language to a majority language and thereby result in 

assimilation, which is referred to as transitional bilingual education (de Mejía, 

2002:43f). Another aim could be to serve to maintain knowledge of a minority 

language within a majority language community, e.g. by preserving heritage 

languages. This is referred to as maintenance bilingual education (Baker, 

2001:192, 209; de Mejía, 2002:43f). Through an emphasis on development and 

extension of the minority language, the maintenance model can be taken one 

step further, into the enrichment bilingual education model. There, the social 

status of the two languages concerned is perceived as being equal (de Mejía, 

2002:45). There are two different types of bilingual education that serve as 

examples of enrichment bilingual education: immersion education and dual 

language bilingual education. Unlike submersion education (discussed above), 

which aims at subtractive bilingualism, enrichment bilingual education deals 

with additive bilingualism.  

In dual language bilingual education, each class is composed of an equal 

number of minority and majority language children, and the aim is to make 

both groups relatively balanced bilinguals (Baker, 2001:212). The minority 

language is used for at least 50% of the total time of instruction. In each period 
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of instruction only one language is used, which means that language learning is 

content based (Baker, 2001:213). It is possible to divide the time between the 

two languages either by using the two languages on alternate days, or by having 

some subjects taught in the minority language and the rest in the majority 

language. However, it has been pointed out that subject division could lead to 

an unwanted situation where prestigious subjects are taught in one of the 

languages while less prestigious subjects are taught in the other. Such a division 

could influence the pupils’ perception of the status of the languages (Baker, 

2001:217). 

In immersion education the target language serves as a medium of 

instruction. The focus is on teaching content rather than teaching the language, 

and the aim is bilingualism (Baker, 2001:194). The first language is supported by 

the school and can be used in the classroom so as to ensure additive 

bilingualism (Baker, 2001:207). The pupils’ contact with the other language is 

restricted to the classroom, and the classroom culture reflects that of the local 

community (Swain & Johnson, 1997:15). Immersion education can differ in 

terms of the age at which immersion begins, ranging from early kindergarten 

years to late secondary level, and also to its degree, ranging from partial to total 

(Baker, 2001:205). Enrollment is voluntary, which in effect makes it a matter of 

parental choice. One famous example of immersion education already 

mentioned (see 1.1) was the one in St. Lambert, French-speaking Canada, in the 

1960s. There, English-speaking parents took the initiative for their children to 

be taught through French. (Lambert & Tucker, 1972:1ff) The idea was that 

their children would become proficient enough in French to be able to hold key 

positions in society, jobs in which bilingualism was a prerequisite (Wode, 

1999:25). As it turned out, these programmes showed impressive results in 

terms of target language learning. However, their success might not only be 

linked to immersion education per se, since enrollment was voluntary and the 

success may therefore have reflected socio-economic and political factors (de 

Mejía, 2002:26). Also, immersion education has been regarded as being similar 

to elite bilingualism, in that it tends to attract mostly pupils from a higher socio-

economic background, which might also have an influence on the results (see 

de Mejía, 2002:45).  

Lastly, there are international schools. Basically, there are two kinds of 

international schools, one representing national schools for children who live 

somewhere other than in their native country, and the other having a global 

perspective, serving to reflect global values set by e.g. the UN (de Mejía, 

2002:14). However, in order to ensure large enough classes, there is a tendency 
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for these kinds of schools not to limit their focus to expatriate children, but to 

promote the enrollment of local children. International schools tend to be 

monolingual, but as the medium of instruction often tends to be a second 

language to a majority of the pupils, many schools are classified as bilingual (de 

Mejía, 2002:15). In international schools, the medium of instruction tends to be 

referred to as a second language, since in school it is the medium of instruction 

that functions as the official means of communication. It is argued that 

although the school setting is a limited context, the students still spend a large 

part of their day there, and therefore can be said to learn the target language in 

a target language environment (Garner, 1990:2). The medium of instruction is 

most likely to be English, although there are other languages that are used as 

well (de Mejía, 2002:14). Often, the English of international schools has been 

found to contain ‘un-English’ expressions and grammar, caused by the 

influence of the local language (Carder, 1991:110).  

In Sweden, the majority of all immersion education, or CLIL, is 

implemented within the Swedish national curriculum (Nixon, 2000:24). English 

may be used for teaching in one or more subjects and over various periods of 

time (Nixon, 2000:35ff). The degree of immersion differs between compulsory 

school and upper secondary school. In compulsory school there is a statute that 

says that no more than 50% of the teaching may be through English (Sveriges 

Riksdag, 2003). Accordingly, the degree of immersion is only allowed to be 

partial. At upper secondary school, however, immersion education can be total 

(Sveriges Riksdag, 1999). According to figures from 2000, the degree of teacher 

competence in the target language differs as well, with 75% of teachers being 

qualified to teach English in compulsory school, and 42% at upper secondary 

school (Nixon, 2000:3). The predominant target language for CLIL is English 

(~75%), but there are other target languages as well, e.g. German, French, 

Spanish and Finnish. Most commonly, CLIL is offered at municipal schools, 

but it is also offered at independent schools (Nixon, 2000:12). In the case of 

English, there is for instance Internationella Engelska Skolan (IES; the 

International English School /my translation/), where half of the teaching is 

done through English, by teachers who, predominantly, are native speakers of 

English (Internationella Engelska Skolan, 2008). Currently, the IES has eight 

middle schools (years 6-9) and one upper secondary school, and it is expanding.  

Among the schools offering CLIL outside of the Swedish national 

curriculum, the international programmes of the International Baccalaureate are 

the most common ones. The International Baccalaureate will be described in 

the next section.  
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2.2.2  The International Baccalaureate 

Because the present study is based on informants from the International 

Baccalaureate, this section briefly outlines the creation and function of the 

world-wide set of international programmes of the International Baccalaureate. 

The planning of the programmes began in the early 1960s, when, under the 

supervision of UNESCO, a project was set up to create an international 

secondary school programme. Examination was not only to be global, but also 

recognised by the universities in the participating countries (de Mejía, 2002:19). 

As a result, the International Baccalaureate (henceforth IB) was founded in 

1968. It was decided that the organisation would keep in close contact with 

UNESCO and the governments concerned. According to the IB’s home page, 

their aim is to “help develop the intellectual, personal, emotional and social 

skills to live, learn and work in a rapidly globalizing world” (International 

Baccalaureate Organization, 2008.). The curriculum is described as being 

composed of “the best from many different countries rather than the exported 

national system of any one”, and “international-mindedness” is encouraged. 

Furthermore, students are encouraged to “ask challenging questions, to 

critically reflect, to develop research skills, to learn how to learn and to 

participate in community service”. It is the main regions and stakeholder groups 

represented in the IB who elect the council that governs the IB, and the 

organisation is managed by a director general along with around 300 employees. 

The IB has no schools of their own, but cooperates with schools that share the 

IB’s “commitment to international education”, so called “world schools”. 

These schools pay an annual fee to the IB, which, among other things, is used 

to pay for student assessment and teacher training. There are 2,060 world 

schools in 125 countries, enrolling over 540,000 students. The world schools 

offer three programmes, the first for ages 3-12, the second for ages 11-16 and 

the third for ages 16-19. The third programme is called the diploma programme 

and includes a final examination leading to a qualification for world-wide 

university studies. The IB programme can be taught in English, French or 

Spanish, and in the diploma programme the students are assessed both 

internally, by their teachers, and externally, by examiners. The examiners’ 

assessment serves to promote objectivity and reliability, and weighs more 

heavily than the internal assessment. A further requirement is an extended essay 

of 4,000 words. All examinations are conducted in English.  

The IB programmes have been described as demanding, in that they 

attract academically gifted and motivated students (Nixon, 2001:27). High 
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academic outcomes are confirmed by Hertberg-Davis and Callahan (2007:37), 

who refer to studies on subject content in America where IB students were 

found to outperform non-IB students. At the same time the authors point out 

that such studies are few, and also that they do not account for background 

variables such as aptitude and motivation. The latter is an important issue, since 

Hertberg-Davis and Callahan describe the IB programme as specifically suited 

for gifted students. If IB students are indeed a select group, positive academic 

outcomes might come as no surprise. Moreover, it should be pointed out that 

there was no second language involved in these studies, which focused on 

American students taking the IB programme in English.  

2.2.3 Empirical studies on the effects of immersion education 

As reported above, the Canadian immersion programmes have been very 

successful. Research on the effects of immersion education has suggested a 

complete absence of negative influence on L1, subject matter and cognitive 

development (Wode, 1999:26). At the same time, large target language gains 

have been observed, above all in the receptive domain. There have been a 

multitude of other studies on the effects of immersion education, but it should 

be noted that the results might be affected by differences as to students’ age at 

the time of introduction of immersion education and its degree. For instance, 

the first Canadian immersion programmes were early immersion programmes 

(Lambert & Tucker, 1972:216), and it has been suggested that this gives the 

best target language results, although late immersion students seem to catch up 

in the long run (Cummins & Swain, 1986:38f). As regards the degree to which 

immersion is implemented, the delayed effect found in late immersion has been 

found in partial immersion as well (Cummins & Swain, 1986:39). Nevertheless, 

in a study on immersion education in Germany, Wode (1999:30) found that 

partial immersion had very positive effects. In fact, immersion students tended 

to make similar gains irrespective of the degree to which immersion had been 

implemented. Another important factor is teachers’ target language 

competence. In Canadian immersion education the teachers are native speakers 

of French (Dalton-Puffer, forthcoming:2), and this tends to be the case also in 

German-French bilingual education (Mäsch, 1993:157f). In other countries, 

however, subject teachers who are native speakers of the target language might 

not be all that common.  
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In Sweden, it is highly desirable to become proficient in English, and 

Swedish-English immersion education has status. De Mejía, for instance, points 

to similarities between Swedish-English immersion programmes and Canadian 

immersion programmes as regards socio-economic and political influence on 

the outcomes (de Mejía, 2002:218). English is a prestige language, and its 

prestige has been seen as the factor that ensures the success of immersion 

education in English (Josephson, 2004:128, 139f). Like de Mejía (2002:218), 

Josephson points out that immersion classes are mainly composed of motivated 

middle-class students, a circumstance that he identifies as the main explanation 

that this kind of education is able to hold up to the standards.  

In spite of the widespread implementation of immersion education in 

Sweden, Swedish studies on its outcomes have been sparse. Mainly, there have 

been concerns about the effects of immersion education in three fields, namely 

subject content, first language and target language. As regards subject content, a 

case study at upper secondary school by Knight (1990) showed no negative 

effects. Washburn, however, questions the effects of CLIL in a study of upper 

secondary students’ academic abilities (Washburn, 1997:261f, 319f). The reason 

was that the CLIL students’ grades fell behind those of the control groups in 

the subjects they took in English. Some of the teachers and half of the students 

in the CLIL group thought that their achievements had been negatively affected 

by the use of English as the medium of instruction. Such negative effects 

contradict the Canadian findings and Washburn’s results have fuelled a 

discussion on domain losses as a consequence of immersion education. 

Josephson, for example, has noted that immersion students with Swedish as 

their first language fail to master their academic subject in their native tongue, a 

phenomenon which he attributes to their not being familiar with the subject-

specific vocabulary (Josephson, 2004:132ff). Consequently, Josephson argues, 

students in immersion education are not able to use their native tongue in their 

subject-specific abstract thinking and problem solving, which has been found to 

affect their academic abilities in a negative way. Domain losses in CLIL 

students’ subject knowledge were also found by Lim Falk (forthcoming), who 

suggests that many CLIL students do not have sufficient knowledge in English 

to be able to profit from immersion education. The European Commission, 

however, claims that this type of concern is mainly a Swedish feature, and that 

research in Finland has showed that, by and large, such fears are unfounded 

(European Commission, 2006:53). Moreover, de Courcy, for instance, reports 

on French immersion in Australia, where students’ grades suffered initially but, 

after some time, rose back to levels that the students considered to be normal 
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(de Courcy, 1997:51). The Austrian researcher Dalton-Puffer (forthcoming) 

reports on a study that shows CLIL in a much more favourable light than the 

Swedish one, namely a Belgian study in which CLIL students reach higher 

levels of subject knowledge than students in traditional education (Dalton-

Puffer, forthcoming:4). Dalton-Puffer attributes these results to Vollmer’s 

statement that “bilingual learners seem to have a higher level of frustration 

tolerance than monolingual ones, and a stronger sense of perseverance” 

(Vollmer, forthcoming:188). Concerns about subject knowledge were rejected 

also in a Hungarian study, where it was found that CLIL students were 

accepted into university to no lesser degree than regular students (Bognár, 

1999:119f). However, it should be noted that the CLIL students in Bognár’s 

study had been admitted because of their academic achievements on an 

entrance examination, which is likely to have influenced the outcome of the 

study. 

Another fear about immersion education is that it might have negative 

effects on the students’ native language. Such concerns have been expressed 

not only in Sweden, but in Norway, Iceland, Lithuania and in the Flemish 

community in Belgium as well (European Commission, 2006:53). Already in the 

early 1990s, results from a small-scale Swedish study showed that a majority of 

the immersion students in the study thought that their Swedish had deteriorated 

to some degree (Hägerfelth, 1992:28; 1993:43f). Two linguistic studies in this 

field, both undergraduate, compare immersion students’ use of Swedish in 

writing with that of students who were taught in Swedish only. The first study 

(by Alvtörn) was designed as an error analysis, and its results showed that CLIL 

students made significantly more errors in their Swedish writing than the non-

immersion students. Their errors occurred in a variety of linguistic fields, 

among others word choice (as cited in Skolverket, 2001b:21f). The second 

study compared the degree of English influences in the written Swedish of IB 

students and a control group taught in Swedish (Käll, 2006). There, it was 

found that the IB students used significantly more anglicisms, and that the 

influence of English was especially notable in morphology and in the lexicon, 

but that it could also be seen in syntax. Moreover, the study suggested that the 

influence from English was most evident in the linguistically weakest students. 

In Nixon’s interviews with CLIL teachers, however, no concerns whatsoever 

were raised about the CLIL students’ command of the Swedish language 

(Nixon, 2001:37f). As a basis for their positive evaluation, the teachers referred 

to results on both national and local tests. Still, teachers at upper secondary 

school pointed out domain loss among their CLIL students (Nixon, 2001:38). 
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According to Lim Falk (forthcoming), the influence of CLIL on students’ 

knowledge in Swedish is not so much a question of deterioration, but rather of 

development not taking place due to domain loss.  

The negative effects of immersion education on Swedish have been 

further emphasised in a government report, where Hyltenstam (2002:64f) went 

as far as to compare CLIL with submersion rather than immersion education, 

thereby hinting that the negative effects of subtractive bilingualism are a 

potential outcome for the Swedish language. His argument was that the 

advantages of immersion education found in Canada could not be applied to a 

Swedish context, because in Sweden the medium of instruction (English) has a 

higher status than the native language. This would result in Swedish being in a 

much riskier position than English in the Canadian case, where students 

immerse in a minority language (French). Hyltenstam also pointed out that the 

Swedish government had not been seriously interested in assessing CLIL’s 

effects on the students’ knowledge in subject content and Swedish (Hyltenstam, 

2002:64f). In an earlier report for the Swedish National Agency for Education, 

Nixon (2000:48f) suggested that such assessment should be made, possibly by 

having schools regularly administer joint subject matter tests in Swedish to their 

CLIL classes as well as to parallel classes who are taught the same subjects in 

Swedish.  

The third major question about immersion education regards its effects 

on the target language. To the best of my knowledge, there have been no 

Swedish studies on IB in this field, only on other forms of CLIL, and the 

results have not been all that favourable. In two early studies, CLIL students 

reached better results in English than their peers, although statistical 

significance was either never reached (Åseskog, 1982) or tested (Knight, 1990). 

In Washburn’s (1997:319) case studies, the CLIL students’ proficiency in 

English did not differ significantly from that of a control group, apart from the 

CLIL students being more fluent in spoken English. Sylvén (2004), in her study 

on general vocabulary proficiency, found that although CLIL students did 

acquire a larger vocabulary than students with traditional English learning, this 

might well have to do with the fact that the CLIL students read more English 

than their peers in their spare time. Again, the Swedish findings contradict the 

Canadian studies. In part, this could have to do with CLIL teachers’ proficiency 

in English. As early as in 1993, Hägerfelth raised concerns about this, and 

proposed that some sort of national standard ought to be set for teachers’ 

target language proficiency (Hägerfelth, 1993:40f). Falk (2000) also discusses 

teacher competence in English, and focuses on immersion education from the 
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perspective of classroom interaction. She sees the level of classroom interaction 

as a result of teachers’ English skills and teaching style. A teacher with a poor 

command of English would find it very difficult to stimulate subject-specific 

interaction in the classroom. Creating an inspiring academic environment under 

such conditions would be extremely challenging. In a follow-up study on the 

daily communication of CLIL students, Falk could see that, by and large, their 

use of English was limited to communication with CLIL teachers and exchange 

students (Falk, 2002:67). In communication with peers, Swedish tended to be 

the language of choice. As a consequence, the CLIL students’ actual use of 

English was confined to the classroom. A similar communication pattern was 

found by Nixon (2001:22). These findings accentuate the significance of 

immersion teachers’ target language competence, and also the importance of 

encouraging classroom communication in English. In short, this would mean 

that for immersion education to result in target language gains, subject matter 

teachers who are skilled enough in the target language to be able to implement 

a highly interactive pedagogy in the classroom are a prerequisite.  

Falk’s views find support in the Output Hypothesis, according to which it 

is of vital importance that learners get as many possibilities to speak and write 

in class as possible, while being pushed to reflect on and improve their output 

in recurrent collaborative activities (Swain, 1993:160f). In a study on Canadian 

immersion education, Swain (1997:3f) found the same pattern of low output 

frequencies as Falk, and she saw this as an explanation for immersion students’ 

failure to reach the same proficiency levels in their productive skills as in the 

receptive field. Another scholar that would like to see a stronger requirement 

for oral activity and written production on part of the learners is Dalton-Puffer 

(2007:295f). Nevertheless, she maintains that measured amounts of teacher 

monologue are valuable, since they provide students with a network of topic 

content vocabulary and at the same time present students with oral input of 

higher syntactic complexity than the language produced by peers. Dalton-Puffer  

(forthcoming:5f, 15) further points out that due to the way CLIL is exercised in 

the classroom, with target language literature and an emphasis on oral 

communication, there are certain language competencies that are more likely to 

profit than others. Examples of these are receptive skills, fluency in speaking, 

and vocabulary, while competencies such as syntax and writing are likely to 

remain unaffected. Once again, the importance of target language interaction in 

the classroom is accentuated, and it is a factor that might come across as an 

explanation as to why the Swedish studies show smaller target language gains 

than studies from other countries. In order to ensure target language gains in all 
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four language domains, speaking, writing, reading and listening, Dalton-Puffer 

sees as the solution an implementation of target language curricula in CLIL, 

with specific language goals for each domain. She also maintains that, when the 

need arises, content focus should give way to a focus on linguistic form in the 

everyday classroom situation (Dalton-Puffer, 2007:296). Taking a more general 

approach to CLIL, Dalton-Puffer refers to studies where CLIL students 

reached a higher proficiency level than students in traditional education, a 

pattern that was especially evident among students with average target language 

proficiency and interest (Dalton-Puffer, forthcoming:5).  

Lastly, it is notable that only one of the studies in this section involved IB 

students, who are the kind of immersion students in focus in the present study. 

It cannot be automatically concluded that the results of the studies mentioned 

above apply also to IB students, since it is likely that the types of immersion 

education differ from each other. For instance, the degree to which immersion 

is implemented can be lower in CLIL within the Swedish national curriculum 

than in IB, and, because of the external examinations and the extended essay 

requirement of the IB programme, it is likely that written production gets a 

stronger emphasis in IB than it does in many other forms of CLIL.  

To conclude, this chapter has provided a backdrop to the present study. 

First of all I discussed the concept of bilingualism as such, dwelling not only on 

possible reasons for it but also on the impact it might have on the individual 

and on society. Moreover, in order to put into perspective the two forms of 

ESL learning represented in my study, I described and compared different 

approaches to learning a target language. Special emphasis was placed on the 

International Baccalaureate and on the effects of immersion education, 

especially as presented in Swedish studies. The next chapter will address 

another factor in the learning of an additional language, namely motivation. 
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3 Motivation and learning 

In a study on L2 proficiency, it is necessary to look beyond what language is 

used as the medium of instruction in order to identify what could influence the 

proficiency levels of each individual student. The fact is that in every school 

class there is a wide range of learner knowledge and aptitude, in spite of 

students having been exposed to the same kind of teaching. Every teacher can 

vouch for the constant concern about how to best approach their students. In 

some cases, it is a question of creating interest, while in others the challenge is 

about making sure interest is kept up. So what is it that makes students willing 

to learn, or in other words, what is it that motivates them?  

A general description of the term motivation could be that it “helps us get 

jobs done” (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:4). Another definition, reflecting the 

perspective of cognition, is that motivation is “the process whereby goal-

directed activity is instigated and sustained” (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:4). The 

latter definition implies that there is a positive correlation between learning and 

motivation, which means that a high level of motivation can be linked to efforts 

that will facilitate the learning process and thus have a positive impact on 

learning outcomes (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:6). Csizér and Dörnyei (2005:20) 

discuss the relationship between motivation and learning outcomes and 

maintain that the two are not directly linked, but that it is individual effort, or 

behaviour, that is the mediating link. In this chapter I will briefly discuss some 

approaches to motivation research, and then reflect on how motivation can be 

assessed. 

3.1 Different approaches to motivation 

There are a number of factors that can be related to student motivation. Some 

of them are external factors, such as the school culture and climate, task and 

evaluation practices, and recognition structures (Pintrich & Schunk, 

1996:367ff). Other factors are internal, described as processes within learners, 

ranging from the effects of personality traits to the impact of cognition. In the 

1990s, theorists started to merge external and internal perspectives, and to 

describe motivation as a result of the “dynamic interaction of individuals and 

their context” (Salili et al., 2001:1). However, as motivational studies are mostly 

correlational, there is no way of determining if a cause and effect relationship 

exists; it is rather a question of identifying links between variables. In this 
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section, I will briefly discuss some influential approaches to motivation, starting 

with a survey of earlier approaches to motivation.  

3.1.1 Historical background 

The study of motivation has developed considerably over the last century. In 

the late 19th century, motivation was considered part of the field of psychology. 

Motivation was described in different ways. One way was to regard it as based 

on will, as in a person’s desire, on the one hand, and on volition, reflecting 

people’s use of their will, on the other; another as triggered by instincts, which 

were seen as the basis for habit formation such as in learning; and thirdly, the 

Freudian way, as inner forces, or psychical energy, that ruled behaviour in an 

often unconscious process (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:27ff). However, these 

theories had many shortcomings, ranging from vagueness and difficulties in 

testing them empirically, to unclear boundaries between learning and instincts, 

as well as an emphasis on unconscious processes at the expense of cognitive 

and environmental factors. Later on, in the first half of the 20th century, 

theories of education were strongly influenced by behaviourism. Prominent 

behaviourists like Pavlov, Watson and Skinner maintained that all behaviour 

change has its origin in people’s motivation, expressed in terms of their 

responses to stimuli (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:31). One drawback of this view is 

that motivation and learning are seen as indistinguishable. What is more, it 

presupposes that responses to stimuli are more or less automatic, being 

completely unrelated to the beliefs and emotions of the individual (Pintrich & 

Schunk, 1996:38).  

3.1.2 Cognition 

Around the middle of the 20th century, theories began to emerge that rejected 

the behaviourist stimulus-response explanation, according to which learners’ 

actions were seen as being based on active and rational decisions. As a result, 

the focus shifted from a search for factors that motivate people to the cognitive 

perspective of people’s response to motivational factors (Pintrich & Schunk, 

1996:70). A number of variables have been considered in this context, but the 

presentation here will focus on two that have been found to correlate positively 



 

25 

with academic performance, namely self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation 

(Pintrich & de Groot, 1990:33).  

Sometimes also referred to as linguistic self-confidence (Csizér & 

Dörnyei, 2005:22), self-efficacy refers to a person’s judgment of his/her ability 

to reach a specific goal (Alderman, 2004:69ff; Bandura, 1993:117). Historically, 

the concept of self-efficacy originates in theories on individuals’ expectancy 

beliefs. In this context, the level of aspiration of each individual was considered 

vital, as it would reflect the standard that each person sets for him- or herself in 

a task (Lewin, as cited in Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:70). This level was thought to 

be influenced by a person’s prior experience, familiarity and ability in the field, 

with previous success leading to a high aspiration and previous failure to a low 

aspiration. Atkinson (1957; 1964:231f) built on this theory when suggesting that 

individuals have two basic achievement motives: to seek success or to fear 

failure. These two achievement motives result in different approaches to 

achievement tasks, which are welcomed by those who seek success and avoided 

by those who fear failure (see Bandura, 1993:144). Atkinson (1957; 1964:235) 

also identified a third achievement motive, namely the incentive value of 

success, or the pride a person takes in what s/he accomplishes. The incentive 

value was thought to be negatively correlated with the probability of success: 

the less likely one is to succeed, the higher success would be valued. In this 

context the level of difficulty is put into focus, a matter that has been of interest 

to many researchers. Atkinson predicted that the highest level of motivation 

would be obtained through an intermediate level of difficulty (Pintrich & 

Schunk, 1996:74). Researchers who applied Vygotskyan standards1 thought that 

the level of difficulty was best kept at a somewhat more demanding level, 

namely slightly beyond the learners’ current skill level (Pintrich & Schunk, 

1996:74). According to Krashen’s input hypothesis, this level is defined as “a 

little beyond” current competence (i), or “i + 1” (Krashen, 1982:20f). 

Studies in the 1980s and 90s focused on learners’ perceptions of their 

competence, and found that high self-efficacy could be correlated both with 

high grades at a later point in time and with the use of cognitive and 

metacognitive strategies (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:81). Moreover, Bandura 

(1986) noted how learners with high self-efficacy would be willing to take on 

new tasks that slightly exceeded their current skill level, which according to the 

Vygotskyan view would be ideal for skill improvement. It should be noted, 

                                                 
1
 Vygotsky put learning in a social context in his concept of the Zone of Proximal Development 

(ZPD). The ZPD can be defined as the potential development that can take place for instance under 
the guidance of someone with superior knowledge, e.g. a teacher, which means that instruction can 
be kept ahead of the learners current level of knowledge (see e.g. Daniels, 2001:56ff). 
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however, that self-efficacy is suggested to be highly domain-specific, subdivided 

not only into different school subjects, but also into different spheres, e.g. a 

physical and a social sphere (see Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:82). For instance, an 

individual could have very different self-efficacy levels in e.g. English as a 

foreign language, mathematics, L1 eloquence and athletics. In this context it is 

also important to acknowledge that people’s reported self-efficacy could be 

influenced by factors such as modesty, a desire to conform to social norms, and 

gender (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:86; 97). 

The other variable that Pintrich and de Groot (1990:33) found to 

correlate positively with academic performance is intrinsic motivation, which 

can be described as a willingness to do something for its own sake, merely 

because one finds the activity enjoyable. Intrinsic motivation is described as a 

strong and positive inner force, which can be contrasted with extrinsic 

motivation, where activities are performed as a means to an end, e.g. to achieve 

something positive, such as praise or a reward, or to avoid negative 

consequences, such as different forms of punishment (Pintrich & Schunk, 

1996:258; Alderman, 2004:247). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are described 

as two separate continuums, where the level of one kind is not automatically 

related to the level of the other, and whose co-existence is possible (Pintrich & 

Schunk, 1996:258; Alderman, 2004:248). What has been found, though, is that 

intrinsic motivation facilitates school achievement (Gottfried, 1985:642). The 

positive effects of intrinsic motivation are related to a tendency to engage in 

fruitful learning strategies, such as being attentive to instruction, recapitulating 

new information, relating new knowledge to previous knowledge and showing a 

conscious striving to apply one’s knowledge in different contexts.  

Lepper and Hodell (1989:89ff) point to some factors that they found 

enhanced intrinsic motivation. One of the factors is challenge, which 

presupposes that humans have an inherent need to take on and master 

situations that arise in their environment. Another factor goes back to Piaget’s 

equilibration theory, according to which the base of acquired knowledge is 

regulated and kept in harmony with new learning (see Gruber & Vonèche, 

1977:832ff). Accordingly, a lack of congruity between a person’s knowledge and 

new information would trigger people’s curiosity, making them feel urged to 

reduce the incongruity (Hunt, 1963:94). The gap should not be too large, 

though, as that could discourage learners from trying to bridge it. The third 

factor concerns the importance of students’ control over their learning. Harter 

(1978:38, 57) suggested that there is a positive correlation between students’ 

amount of self control and their intrinsic pleasure. The notion of self control, in 
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its turn, would be reinforced by independent mastery attempts and by the 

internalisation of a self-reward system that helps students handle the outcomes 

of their efforts. As a contrast, a dependence on other people’s criteria and 

judgements would have negative consequences. 

Finally, it has been found that there are reciprocal relations between 

intrinsic motivation, learning and self-efficacy. More specifically, students seem 

to become intrinsically motivated by their educational progress, and this 

perceived progress also enhances their self-efficacy, which in its turn further 

raises intrinsic motivation (Bandura, 1986:240f, 399; 1993:130ff; 1997:37; 

Pintrich & Schunk, 1996 258).  

3.1.3 Goal-directed activities 

Typically, motivated learners engage in goal-directed activities. In addition to 

the cognitive factors identified above, the goals themselves have also been 

found to be linked to motivation. There tend to be two different kinds of goal 

at work, based on the notions of effort and ability (Salili et al., 2001:3). In a 

school context, this means that students on the one hand have to be reinforced 

for showing effort, which is a kind of boost that is not linked to their actual 

ability. On the other hand, students are rewarded for their academic ability, 

which in fact means that they can be rewarded without making any effort at all. 

Accordingly, there are two contradictory goal orientations (Salili et al., 2001:8). 

The first one is based on effort reinforcement, and can be referred to as being 

mastery oriented, with a focus on competence and mastery. The other goal 

orientation is based on ability reward, and can be referred to as being ego 

oriented. When ego goals are pursued, a competitive situation is likely to occur, 

in which students strive to prove their ability in relation to a norm or to their 

class mates.  

These two types of goal orientation have been found to lead students into 

different ways of thinking and focusing (Maehr & Yamaguchi, 2001:134). For 

example, a mastery orientation leads to a focus on the task itself, which is a 

characteristic of intrinsic motivation as mentioned in 3.1.2. Also, by 

presupposing that outcomes can be influenced by the amount of effort 

invested, it can be defined as an unstable factor (Alderman, 2004:31f). As a 

result, a mastery goal orientation appears to be likely to result in persistence, 

deep processing and a use of comparatively effective learning strategies (Maehr 

& Yamaguchi, 2001:134). Moreover, mastery orientation has been linked not 
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only to a preference for challenging tasks and to beliefs that effort is positively 

correlated to success, but to favourable attitudes towards class and inclusive 

learning cultures as well (Ames & Archer, 1988:264; Salili et al., 2001:8). Ego 

orientation takes quite a different approach. As mentioned above, it is based on 

the notion of ability, which can be seen as a more or less innate and stable 

factor. This might give rise to beliefs that devalue effort, for instance by 

viewing outcomes as being largely unrelated to effort, or by maintaining that the 

higher the ability, the lower the amount of effort that has to be invested 

(Alderman, 2004:4). Moreover, in ego orientation, ability may become 

synonymous with one’s worth, which is likely to result in a focus on individual 

differences and a wish to demonstrate one’s skills in a competitive way. In cases 

of failure, students might strive to preserve their self-worth by adopting failure-

avoiding strategies, for instance by setting goals that are either too low or too 

high, or by holding back on effort (Alderman, 2004:4; Maehr & Yamaguchi, 

2001:134, 137). By doing so, scenarios are created where students can blame 

other factors than ability for their lack of success. Still, Urdan (2001:174, 177) 

points to studies where ego orientation in the classroom has been associated 

with positive outcomes. Such results indicate that the effects of ego orientation 

are influenced by other factors as well, for instance by the definition of the ego 

goals pursued and by the individual learner’s personal achievement goals. 

Consequently, an ego goal orientation is not necessarily synonymous with 

negative outcomes. Rather, Urdan (2001:183) describes it as being unrelated to 

a number of variables, for instance self-efficacy, strategy use and preference for 

challenging tasks. In the case of mastery goal orientation, on the other hand, 

relations to a number of desired outcomes have indeed been found, and the 

correlations were positive.  

  In the school context, goal orientation is far from being as uniform as it 

was in the studies mentioned above. Instead, multiple messages tend to be 

present, all with different goals and goal orientations (Urdan, 2001:176). An 

example could be tasks with a mastery goal orientation which are normatively 

evaluated. Moreover, the combination of goal orientations differs in the 

teaching approaches of individual teachers as well as according to the 

characteristics of different classes. Goal orientation also tends to differ between 

subjects and to change as students grow older. For instance, Maehr and 

Yamaguchi (2001:136f) refer to a number of studies that found mastery 

orientation to predominate in the lower grades, whereas ego orientation 

predominated in the higher grades. With respect to the diversity in the 

implementation of goal orientation, Urdan suggests that there is a joint effect of 
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the multiple structures, and identifies the individual student’s perceptions of the 

classroom practices as an important feature in the study of motivation (Urdan, 

2001:195).  

3.1.4 Affective factors 

So far, I have discussed how motivation can be linked to various aspects of 

cognition and goal orientation. However, it seems as if both cognition and goal 

orientation in their turn are influenced by yet another factor, namely affect. 

This concept can be described as either an innate feeling about oneself and 

one’s abilities, or the mood one is in (Thomassen et al., 2001:47; Kuhl, 

2001:273). Basically, positive affect has been linked to positive outcome. In the 

case of self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation, positive affect has been found to 

induce a success-seeking achievement motive as well as boosting intrinsic 

motivation (Cock & Halvari, 2001:68). Negative affect, on the other hand, is 

described as a common denominator in people with a failure-fearing 

achievement motive who are extrinsically motivated. As far as goal orientation 

is concerned, positive affect is thought to stimulate mastery orientation (Kuhl, 

2001:248). It is also suggested that while positive affect provides learners with 

“an emotional buffer”, helping them deal with negative educational outcome in 

a constructive way, negative affect “normally inhibits complex cognitive 

performance” (Kuhl, 2001:248). 

3.1.5 The impact of cultural and social context 

Finally, research has found that the context in which acquisition takes place is 

yet another factor that influences motivation and educational outcome. 

Gardner (1985:4), for instance, basing his theories on second language learning, 

claimed that although different learning contexts would not necessarily be 

linked to specific learning processes, each new context would involve a 

different set of variables. In this section I will present a few examples of 

contextual aspects that have been found to be related to motivation. 

Starting with the importance of cultural background in the learning 

situation, research has found a link between cultural context on the one hand 

and academic performance and goal orientation on the other. Such links were 

found for example in comparisons between the academic success of different 
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ethnic minority groups in the USA. Maehr and Yamaguchi (2001:129) report on 

a number of studies from the 1980s, where Asian students had been found to 

show a high degree of academic success, a fact that was linked to Asian cultural 

and societal norms, in which academic success seemed to be much more 

promoted than among the other ethnic groups. Differences had been found for 

instance in parental motivation for academic success and in the fact that Asian 

students spent more time on their school work, both by attending class more 

frequently and studying per se. Alderman (2004:6) discovered a link to the field 

of goal orientation in a study where an international comparison had been made 

between U.S. students and Japanese and Chinese students. There, the U.S. 

students were found to relate academic success mostly to innate ability, whereas 

the Japanese and Chinese students were mastery oriented, putting effort in 

focus. It should be borne in mind, however, that several shortcomings of 

studies like the above have been pointed out, such as for instance the fact that 

there are subgroups showing diverging patterns (Maehr & Yamaguchi, 

2001:129).  

Another perspective on the influence of culture in education can be found 

in foreign language learning, which holds a unique position in the school 

curriculum (Gardner, 1985:6). Gardner defines language as “something more 

than a neutral linguistic code” (Gardner, 1985:7), and claims that it is part of a 

specific culture. The learners’ attitudes to the target language culture are related 

to their success in learning its language. The first line of studies on the impact 

of attitudes on motivation was Gardner and Lambert’s study of immersion 

education in Canada in the 1960s and 70s. There, successful target language 

learning could be related to learners’ attitudes towards the new language, the 

culture associated with it and the orientation toward the learning task itself 

(Gardner & Lambert, 1972:3, 12ff). Gardner and Lambert distinguished 

between two orientations: instrumental orientation, where the purpose of the 

language study is utilitarian, for instance better job opportunities, and 

integrative orientation, where the student is interested in the culture of the 

target language community and is willing to fit in as a member of that 

community. They argued that an integrative orientation would facilitate the 

long-term motivation that is needed in the process of learning a new language 

(Gardner & Lambert, 1972:12; Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005:20f). Their results also 

showed that students with an integrative orientation had better language-

learning results than those with an instrumental orientation (Gardner & 

Lambert, 1972:4). A prestigious language (e.g. an internationally prestigious 

one) was found to be more likely to attract an integrative orientation in learners 
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than a language with low prestige (see 2.1.1 for a discussion on bilingual 

societies). A strong relationship between children’s attitudes and their parents’ 

attitudes was also found, which suggested that the attitudinal patterns to a great 

extent had been formed in the home (Gardner & Lambert, 1972:143).  

When it comes to the impact of social factors on educational outcome, 

teachers have been found to be an influential factor (Dörnyei, 2001:35ff). It has 

been found that teachers influence students in multiple ways, based on how 

they act and come across in the classroom. This concerns teachers’ personal 

characteristics such as their warmth and empathy, their immediacy in terms of 

their perceived closeness to the students, the kinds of beliefs, attitudes and 

expectations they communicate and thereby transfer to their students, and 

classroom management in terms of the kinds of group norms they promote and 

the type of authority they exercise.  

As regards expectations, for instance, high expectations have been linked 

with positive effects on students’ results, whereas low expectations have been 

linked with negative effects (see Committee on Increasing High School 

Students' Engagement and Motivation to Learn, 2003:137f; Alderman, 2004:8f). 

Alderman (2004:8f) reports on studies from the 1990s, which concentrated on 

the low degree of academic success that was found among African-American 

and Hispanic students. In segregated areas, differences in education type and 

curricula could be seen, reflecting teachers’ and principals’ underestimation of 

the academic aspirations of African-American and Hispanic students in 

comparison with average American students. Interestingly, ethnic influences on 

educational outcome might be age related. Alderman refers to research where 

examples of lower educational outcome in the African-American and Hispanic 

minority groups were absent until in Year 4. Possibly, students had then 

reached an age where they might have been more perceptive to contextual 

influences in their education. In the case of group norms, academic outcomes 

have been related to the subgroups of the student population. Research 

suggests that the way students value learning and achievement is related to the 

group norms of their peers (Dörnyei, 2001:38f; Committee on Increasing High 

School Students’ Engagement and Motivation to Learn, 2003:137f; Alderman, 

2004:8f). Depending upon the values of these subgroups, academic success as 

well as behaviour connected with academic success can be perceived as being 

either positive or negative.  

Lastly, the role of gender in motivation has also been of interest to 

researchers. Francis (2000:5ff) presents an overview of the debate on gender 

differences in learning outcomes, and reports that while girls were seen as 
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underachievers in the 1980s, since the 1990s it has mainly been boys’ academic 

outcomes that have caused concern. Nevertheless, Francis (2000:11f) points out 

that there are many factors other than gender that influence academic 

achievement, and that a limited focus on gender is “oversimplistic”. This view 

finds support e.g. in an American study on motivation in science, where it was 

shown that the motivational patterns of pupils were more related to ability level 

and to the way learning activities were structured in the classroom than to 

gender (Meece & Jones, 1996:402ff). In a Canadian study on L2 (French) 

communication, the focus was on the role of gender and immersion (Baker & 

MacIntyre, 2003). According to the participating students’ reports, the 

immersion students felt less apprehensive about communicating in French than 

the non-immersion students, and they also had a higher perceived competence 

and a greater willingness to communicate. Not surprisingly, perhaps, the 

immersion students also reported on actually communicating more frequently 

in French than the non-immersion students (Baker & MacIntyre, 2003:92). 

When the students were studied according to gender, it became clear that 

among the immersion students, the results did not differ according to gender. 

In the non-immersion group, however, there was a gender difference, namely 

lower motivation and attitude values among the male students (Baker & 

MacIntyre, 2003:84). 

3.2 Assessment of motivation 

Assessment of motivation can proceed in different ways. Pintrich and Schunk 

(1996:16ff) describe three: direct observations, ratings by others, and self-

reports. By necessity, direct observations can only be based on the overt actions 

of a learner, which means that inner aspects of motivation such as beliefs and 

emotions pass unnoticed. Ratings by others, on the other hand, are an attempt 

at interpreting such inner motivational processes by assessing e.g. students’ 

emotional tone. The drawback of this method is the assessment of overt 

actions, since, being built on the judgment of others, it involves more inference 

than direct observation. Lastly, self-reports can be made in the form of 

questionnaires, interviews, think-alouds and stimulated recalls. These methods 

all have their advantages, questionnaires being an efficient means of dealing 

with large numbers of informants while interviews are useful when the focus is 

on in-depth exploration of a small number of participants. Think-alouds and 

stimulated recalls are used to examine how participants go about working on a 
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problem, accounting for present thoughts and recalled thoughts respectively. 

From a researcher’s perspective, self-reports tend to be easy to work with, and 

they allow for an exploration of inner motivational processes. Nonetheless, to 

ensure correct interpretation of the subjects’ responses, the scoring system has 

to be reliable. It is also important to recognize the risk that the subjects are 

influenced by e.g. social norms when answering, which could steer their 

answers away from their own beliefs and actual behaviour. With respect to 

advantages and disadvantages, researchers simply have to choose what best 

suits their aims (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:22). In the present study, motivation 

is assessed by way of a questionnaire. While this approach suits the fairly large 

number of respondents, a more thorough understanding of the motivational 

processes would undoubtedly have required long-term classroom observations 

and in-depth interviews. However, as motivation is not the sole factor 

investigated here, such an exhaustive approach was considered beyond the 

scope of the present study. 

In sum, this chapter has discussed motivation as an influence on 

behaviours that can be linked to various kinds of educational outcome. The 

matter was approached from different angles, first centered on the individual 

and cognition, then on the impact of the goals pursued, and lastly on affective 

factors and the context in which the learning takes place. In addition to that, I 

also presented a few ways in which motivation can be assessed.  
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4 Vocabulary acquisition and use 

One of the characteristics of language proficiency is efficient communication, 

for instance the ability to deliver precise information. This goes for instructions 

and communication in offices and work places, as well as for the setting and 

plot of a novel. In all kinds of situations, the possibility of drawing on a large 

and specific vocabulary is an important linguistic asset, which enables 

speakers/writers to communicate nuances that make their messages not only 

comprehensible, but also much more stimulating. Consequently, in foreign 

language learning, vocabulary expansion has traditionally been regarded as an 

essential part of the curriculum. Another interesting feature of vocabulary 

acquisition is that it starts early, long before first and second language learners 

start using target-language syntax (Klein, 1994:244). However, the acquisition of 

new words is by no means characteristic only of the first stages of language 

learning, but can in fact continue throughout life for both L1 and L2 users. 

Together, these factors show that vocabulary holds an important position, 

which makes it an interesting feature to study in learner texts. This chapter will 

begin by discussing the problems of defining what a word is, which is a 

necessary background for a word count that was undertaken in the present 

study. After that it will go on to account for ways in which words might be 

stored in the mind as well as for vocabulary acquisition and proficiency.  

4.1 Definition of lexical items 

Perhaps the most obvious way of referring to lexical items, or the smallest parts 

of the lexicon, is as words. That term, however, is not easy to define, and there 

are a number of definitions of what is to be counted as a word (e.g. Nation, 

2001a:6ff; Færch et al., 1984:77f). The following example sentence will be used 

to illustrate a few of these definitions: 

 

(1) Jump! Jump! he cried, and I finally jumped.  

 

How many words does example (1) contain? If every running word, or token, is 

counted we would end up with 8 tokens. Another way of counting would be to 

count only the different words, i.e. those that differ from the others in terms of 

meaning and/or form: the types. Counting that way we would end up with 7 
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types in example sentence (1), since the two occurrences of jump would only be 

counted once.  

In order to avoid the complexities associated with the term word, the 

concept that will be used as the basis of the word count in the present study is 

that of lemma. Lemmas are defined as sets of lexical forms that share the same 

root and belong to the same word class. This means that irrespective of the 

slight variations caused by inflection, words with a shared root are seen as 

belonging to the same head word, together forming one lemma. In example (1), 

using lemmas as the basis for the word count would in this particular case result 

in a lower number than the number of tokens or types in the sentence, namely 

6 lemmas, since the past tense verb form jumped is part of the same lemma as 

jump. In essence, all inflected verb forms, (third person singular present tense 

(e.g. jumps), the simple past and the past participle (e.g. jumped) and the 

progressive (e.g. jumping)) belong to the same headverb (e.g. jump) and therefore 

to the same lemma. In the case of nouns, the headword forms a lemma 

together with its possessive and plural forms. That means that e.g. aunt, aunts, 

aunt’s and aunts’ are all part of the same lemma. For adjectives, the positive, 

comparative and superlative forms together make up a lemma, e.g. big, bigger and 

biggest. Apart from inflected forms, a lemma also includes reduced forms (e.g. 

we’ve where ‘ve is part of the lemma have) and variant spellings of words (colour 

and color). Colour/color brings us back to the word class definition of the lemma 

concept, which means that words like colour/color and their inflections may 

belong to the same lemma, but only if they belong to the same word class. 

Accordingly, an orthographic form can represent different lemmas depending 

on which word class they belong to. In the case of colour/color, the noun is one 

lemma and the verb is another. A slight change of example sentence (1) will 

illustrate this further: 

 

(2) Jump! Jump! he cried, and I finally made a jump. 

 

From the definitions given above, it is clear that example (2) contains 10 

tokens, 8 types and 9 lemmas. The fact that there are 9 lemmas and only 8 types 

is a result of jump being counted twice as a lemma, namely once as a verb and 

once as a noun, but only once as a type, since the verb and the noun are 

identical orthographically.  

Even though the present study focuses on students’ vocabulary on the 

level of the lemma, it is interesting to have a brief look at some other 

approaches which go beyond the word level. The first of them involves the 
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concept of word family. Apart from inflections, reduced forms and variant 

spellings of the root word, word families also include derivations, i.e., related 

words, formed from a common root by the addition of affixes like -able, -er, -ish, 

-less, -ly, -ness, -th, -y, non- and un- (West, 1953; Laufer, 1995:266). Thus, the 

word family of the headword jump includes both the verb and the noun uses, 

along with derived forms such as jumpy, jumpable and jumper. In effect, a word 

family spans all the manifestations of a root. Nation (2001a:47) cites evidence 

of the psychological reality of word families when it comes to native speakers’ 

understanding of related words. However, as regards productive language use, 

word formation by affixation is much more demanding, and using the concept 

of word family to measure learners’ productive vocabulary seems less justifiable.  

Idioms and prefabricated units also go beyond the level of individual 

words (Færch et al., 1984:79). Accordingly, idioms such as kick the bucket and 

prefabricated patterns such as how do you do should be recognised as units in 

their own right. As such, they make up lexical items with meanings that differ 

from their constituent parts. Indeed, Lewis (1993:101) even claims that 

institutionalised expressions and sentences should be defined as lexical items, 

giving examples such as Certainly not, Wouldn’t it be better to… and Could I just say a 

few words? 

Consequently, the definition of lexical items ranges from tokens and types 

on the word level, over the extended concepts of lemmas and word families 

and goes beyond the word level in the case of prefabricated units and idioms. 

Therefore, to fully understand the results of studies on vocabulary, it is 

important to know which definition of lexical item is being used. In the case of 

word families, it is also essential to know if the researcher really does include all 

derivations of a root, or if a selection has been made, including only some 

derivational affixes. Such a restriction can be made e.g. by grading affixes 

according to their frequency, regularity, productivity and predictability (Bauer & 

Nation, 1993:253). 

There are of course advantages and disadvantages to any concept of 

lexical item being used, and the purpose of each study must be taken into 

account when determining which concept is to be used. In the context of 

language learning, for instance, I believe that lemmas appear better suited than 

types. This belief is based on the idea of learning effort (Swenson & West, 

1934:17), which, applied to inflection, would mean that once the inflectional 

system as such has been acquired, there is not much effort involved in 

producing the past tense form jumped if the root jump is already known to the 

learner. The inflected forms of English words are in most cases quite similar to 
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the root. However, if we consider the examples go and went, bad and worse/worst 

and ox and oxen, we are faced with suppletive inflection, or irregularity and a 

lack of form resemblance. In such cases there is clearly a heavier learning 

burden on the learner. Færch et al. (1984:79) argue that while irregular forms 

are normally treated as parts of a lemma in a native language, in an L2, each 

irregular form represents a separate learning problem and should therefore be 

treated on the level of types. Bauer and Nation (1993:258ff) suggest that the 

storage of morphologically complex forms in an L2 is correlated with L2 

proficiency. Applied to words with suppletive inflection (e.g. went, the 

suppletive past of go), this would mean that in the lexicon of learners with a low 

proficiency level, they are stored as separate items whereas, as proficiency 

increases, they gradually come to be stored as one item.  

Not only inflection, but also the systematic use of derivational affixes as in 

word families, reduces the learning burden (Nation, 2001a:8). If we e.g. take the 

headword happy, we can easily form the words happily, happiness and unhappy by 

adding the affixes -ly, -ness and un-. Seen from the learner’s perspective, 

increasing proficiency will lead to a more thorough knowledge of affixation 

patterns, which in its turn will give the learner access to an increasing number 

of members within word families (Nation, 2001a:47). Basically, this leads to the 

conclusion that in the decision of how to define lexical items, it appears to be 

important to consider the proficiency level and the expected vocabulary size of 

the learners concerned. 

4.2 Vocabulary in the mental lexicon 

Regardless of the many ways of pinpointing the building blocks of the lexicon, 

learners are still faced with the task of internalising lexical items in order to 

expand their vocabulary. Theories on how these lexical items might be stored in 

the mental lexicon provide a helpful background in discussions on the choice of 

words in a study on learner production, such as this. It not only provides a 

perspective on the difficulties in acquiring and producing vocabulary, but also 

on the challenge of using words in the appropriate context. Below follows a 

discussion not only on how lexical items might be stored in the mental lexicon, 

but also on how they might be linked.  
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4.2.1 Word forms and meaning 

Aitchison (1994:35) points out that one must know three aspects of a word to 

be able to use it: its meaning, the way it functions in a sentence and the way it is 

pronounced. Nation (2001a:26ff) refers to meaning, use and form for the same 

aspects of word knowledge. In this section, the focus is on word form and 

meaning.  

First of all, it needs to be pointed out that words do not necessarily have a 

well-defined, basic meaning. Rather, words have been described as being elusive 

and slippery with fuzzy edges, changing their meaning in different contexts. 

These are characteristics that make it difficult to give exact definitions of words 

(Lakoff, 1972:183; Labov, 1973:341). Irrespective of disagreements on word 

meaning, the fact remains that words and their meanings are stored in the 

mental lexicon. However, the fuzzy edges of words suggest that there are 

overlaps between different concepts, creating borderlands where definitions are 

less clear-cut. In such a borderland it is necessary to look for features that can 

function as guidance in the decision as to which word to use. A classic example 

of the borderland is presented in the case of the concept for cup as compared to 

the concepts for vase and bowl (Labov, 1973:352ff). Labov shows in his study 

that shape could be the decisive feature that disqualifies some varieties of 

potential cups from actually being categorised as cups, so they are instead 

classified as vases or bowls. According to Lakoff (1972:185), the agreement 

between physical object and concept is a matter of degree rather than an 

overlap of concepts. He argues that each concept has a number of criterial 

attributes that are absolutely necessary for capturing the core meaning of a 

concept. The problem is that it is difficult to come up with a ‘correct list’ of 

attributes for all words. In a similar vein, Rosch (1975:198) claims that people 

tend to apply an approximation of criteria, creating their own prototype for 

each concept. Then they decide if an object or an action is sufficiently similar to 

this ideal to be considered to fall within the concept in question. Wierzbicka 

(1996) rejects the prototype theory, and maintains that it is possible to capture 

the meaning of words in a clear and simple way by paraphrasing them with the 

help of a very small number of ordinary words. She calls this “minimal core” of 

words semantic primitives (Wierzbicka, 1996:57). 
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4.2.2 Links between words  

Objects and actions that are not similar enough to belong to one concept can 

still be linked in the mental lexicon. There are two differing views on how such 

links are formed (Aitchison, 1994:74). One theory states that words consist of a 

number of meaning atoms and that there is an overlap between words with 

related meanings insofar as they have some meaning atoms in common. 

However, the difficulties in finding a valid stock of meaning atoms have led to 

the formulation of a second theory. According to this theory words are viewed 

as wholes, having certain characteristics, and through their relationship with 

other words, a word-web is formed. The most powerful associative links in this 

web are co-ordinates, words that are related on the same level of detail, e.g. salt 

and pepper, and collocations, words that are likely to occur together, e.g. salt and 

water (Aitchison, 1994:84f, 97). Some words have a wider range of collocation 

possibilities than others. Færch et al. (1984:95) give a number of examples of 

such words. The adjectives nice and good, for instance, collocate with a large 

number of nouns, both animate (e.g. nice/good girl) and inanimate (e.g. nice/good 

job). Rancid, on the other hand, collocates only with a restricted range of dairy 

products and oily foods (e.g. rancid butter). Moreover, tea, for instance, can be 

strong but not heavy, whereas alcoholics can be referred to as heavy drinkers but 

not strong drinkers.  

From the perspective of language learning, it is important that learners are 

introduced to the most common collocations of the new words they are 

learning, since there is often no logic in the way words collocate. It has even 

been found that learning is facilitated if built on collocational links, which 

means that learners are helped if words that are likely to co-occur are learnt at 

the same time (Tinkham, 1997:160). This would also be the case for words on a 

specific theme, like frog, green, jump, pond, slimy and croak. Moreover, as discussed 

in 4.1, it has been suggested that there is a relationship between derivations and 

associative links (Schmitt & Meara, 1997:30). This means that when learners 

gain increasing control over the morphological system of derivational suffixes, 

the possibilities for potential associations within word families increase, e.g. in 

cases like science, scientific and scientist. 

Words can be linked not only on the basis of being co-ordinates and 

collocations, but also based on a semantic relationship. Hence, there are links 

such as those of synonymy, i.e. the relation between words with similar 

meanings, e.g. glad and happy, and antonymy, in which words have opposite 

meanings, e.g. happy/sad and healthy/unhealthy. Furthermore, semantic 
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relationships can be explained hierarchically (Miller & Fellbaum, 1991; Nation, 

2001a:53ff; Taylor, 2003:28). Such hierarchical relationships may be described 

in terms of hypernyms and hyponyms, e.g. tree in the role of hypernym with its 

hyponym beech, or the hypernym building and its hyponym house. Another 

hierarchical semantic relation is meronomy, i.e. a part-whole relationship, where 

for example house, when representing the whole, is the holonym and kitchen is 

one of its parts, or a meronym.  With verbs we find troponomy, which refers to 

the manner in which something is done, e.g. march, strut and stroll are all 

troponyms of walk. Moreover, verbs are also related through entailment, which 

means that one action, e.g. stagger, presupposes that another action, in this case 

walk, is also undertaken. 

4.2.3  Storage of words  

Ideally, the words in the mental lexicon are accessible and ready for use. 

Occasionally, however, there can be difficulties in recalling a specific word. 

When that happens, we often perceive it to be on the tip of our tongues and 

may even remember some of its features. It appears that we are most likely to 

have a hunch about the sounds at the beginning and end of tip-of-the-tongue 

words, and also about their rhythmic pattern (Meara & Ingle, 1986:169; 

Aitchison, 1994:143). In fact, it has been suggested that words with similar 

beginnings, ends or rhythmic patterns are stored together in groups. This 

means that, when searching our mental lexicon for a word, the access to that 

specific word may be blocked by other words within a group of words with 

shared features. It has been suggested that a mental lexicon mainly structured 

on the basis of sound is a feature of early stages of L2 learning, whereas 

advanced learners and native speakers have a mental lexicon that is built on 

semantic grounds (Henning, 1974:192).  

The vocabulary of a language comprises not only short, simple words, but 

also more complex words such as composites. Aitchison (1994:122ff) suggests 

that a word such as disagreements, which is composed of a stem + various 

morphemes (prefix + stem + suffix + inflection), can be stored in two different 

ways. It can either be stored as a whole, which means that disagreements would 

have a separate entry, or it could be stored as morphemes, which means that 

stem, affixes and inflections would be stored separately, i.e. separate entries for 

dis-, agree, -ment and –s respectively. What speaks against the first alternative is 

the heavy load it puts on the human mind with an almost infinite number of 
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items to be stored. The second solution considerably lessens the amount of 

items that need to be stored. Nevertheless, if composites were to be assembled 

during ongoing message production, that would put an even heavier burden on 

‘on-line processing’, which is a complicated process as it is. Aitchison 

(1994:132) suggests that the use of inflectional endings, which relies on a 

regular system, is handled on an ‘on-line’ basis. Derivational affixes, on the 

other hand, are attached to their stems and stored as composites. The 

composites can, however, be split up in order for the parts to be used in the 

formation of new composites. Langacker (1987:311ff) discusses this issue in 

terms of units and constituents. A reasonably proficient speaker of English 

would be able to identify a suffix combination such as -er-s, as in divers, as a unit 

denoting two or more agents of the verb process. At the same time, however, 

that speaker would be able to recognise the morphological function of each of 

the two suffixes, thereby identifying them as constituents. 

As pointed out in 4.2.2, vocabulary knowledge is not only about knowing 

separate words, but also about knowing the most frequent collocations of these 

words (see Færch et al., 1984:95). In line with these thoughts, Nation 

(2001a:319) suggests that the storage of words is based on word collocation. 

Evidently, the larger the chunks, the more time is saved when recognising input 

or producing output, since attention is given to the units and not to each 

separate part. The drawback with such a system of storage would be the all but 

infinite number of chunks that need to be stored in long-term memory. It has 

been suggested that the storage of collocations reflects their length, in that 

short collocations are stored as chunks, whereas long collocations are not 

(Pawley & Hodgetts Syder, 1983:216f). In effect, the storage of words might 

take place at several levels, where one word can be stored both as a separate 

unit and also within larger chunks. In fact, in the early stages of L2 learning, 

unanalysed chunks of words such as can you, where is and how to appear to be 

frequent (Gitsaki, 1999:41). The ability to use prefabricated chunks strongly 

affects a speaker’s fluency (Towell et al., 1996:113). It has been argued that 

collocations should be regarded as central within L2 vocabulary learning, since a 

learner’s mastery of collocations reveals more about his/her proficiency than 

does the knowledge of single words (Korosadowicz-Struzynska, 1980:111). 

Indeed, collocations constitute one of the main problems for advanced learners 

of English, which became evident in a translation test conducted by Bahns and 

Eldaw (1993), where collocations made up a disproportionate amount of the 

lexical errors. Gitsaki (1999:47) refers to an unpublished study by Aghbar from 

1990, where collocation appeared to be especially difficult in the case of words 
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with a limited range. This means that a combination such as get knowledge tends 

to be used at the expense of combinations containing more specific verbs, e.g. 

acquire knowledge, accumulate knowledge and gain knowledge. Moreover, Arnaud and 

Savignon (1997:166ff) showed that, as far as rare words were concerned, 

advanced ESL learners could perform at a native speaker level, whereas in the 

case of complex lexical units, they failed to do so. 

Whereas some collocations consist of parts that can be substituted or 

otherwise varied, others have more or less fixed patterns, allowing only little 

variation. On a “collocation scale”, the former kind would be towards the 

open-choice or grammatical end, whereas the latter kind would be found 

towards the idiomatic or lexical end (Sinclair, 1991:109f).  

Yet another means of distinction can be found in idioms, which can be 

described as ranging somewhere in between the extremes of being semantically 

transparent and semantically opaque (Gustawsson, 2006:30). An idiom on the 

transparent side of the continuum bears a link between its components and its 

actual meaning, whereas no such links can be found in opaque idioms. Nation 

(2001a:335f) claims that the study of idioms should proceed just like the study 

of individual words, letting their frequency determine the kind of attention they 

deserve. The study of the individual words within idioms could either be 

undertaken simultaneously, or the idioms could be learnt as unanalysed chunks. 

The latter alternative means that analysis is postponed for a later stage, when 

the learner has gained access to a number of idioms. Together, such unanalysed 

idioms can be used as a basis for figuring out the rules of a language. Indeed, 

the learning of unanalysed phrases can be seen as the heart of all language 

acquisition, in the sense of unanalysed knowledge forming a foundation that 

enables the learner to draw conclusions about the patterns that make up the 

entire syntactic system. As Lewis (1993:95) points out, such a ‘lexical approach’ 

is the complete reverse of the traditional structuralist approach, which states 

that L2 learning originates in the acquisition of syntactic rules, and that the 

forming of correct sentences is proof of the mastery of the syntactic system.  

4.2.4 Bilingual aspects 

As pointed out above, bilingualism is a wide concept, spanning not only over 

different levels of knowledge in the two languages affected and over different 

linguistic sub skills within these languages, but also over different contexts and 

the age at which the L2 was acquired (Baker, 2001:3ff). Irrespective of that, all 
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bilinguals have simultaneous access to (at least parts of) their L1 and L2 

lexicons. As a result, they can handle not only code switching, but also 

experience how an unsuccessful search for words may inadvertently produce 

words from the lexicon of the other language (Green, 1986:217). It is therefore 

of interest to see how the parallel existence of two lexicons affects the structure 

of the mental lexicon. 

There are three components that need to be handled in the bilingual 

mind: the L1 word form, the L2 word form and the concept (Weinreich, 

1953:10; Potter et al., 1984:36). Theories about the links between these 

components differ, seeing the connection between the L2 word form and the 

concept as either being indirect, via the L1 word form, or direct, with separate 

links between the concept and the L1 and L2 word forms. A third theory 

suggests that the L1 and L2 word forms are linked both directly to each other 

as well as indirectly via the concept (Kroll & Stewart 1994:168). According to 

this theory, the links differ in strength, their relative strength changing with 

increasing proficiency. This suggests that at an early stage, the L1 word form 

bridges the L2 word forms and the concept, whereas at a later stage the 

processing of L2 words tends to go via the concept rather than via the 

corresponding L1 word forms. De Groot (2002:42ff), on the other hand, 

suggests that the processing is not necessarily a function of proficiency stage, 

but rather that it appears to be connected to word type. Direct links between 

L2 word form and concept appear to be especially frequent among words that 

are well established in the learner’s mental lexicon. According to de Groot, such 

examples are likely to be found among L1/L2 cognates, e.g. English apple and 

Swedish äpple, concrete L2 words, e.g. wheelchair, and high-frequency L2 words 

(see 4.4.2). However, as a learner’s vocabulary becomes more elaborate, the 

number of direct links can be expected to rise, also including other kinds of 

words.  

It has also been suggested that a bilingual’s mind could contain two 

corresponding sets of concepts, one for each language (Weinreich, 1953:8ff). 

Riegel’s approach is that at a first stage, lexical memory would be 

predominantly compound, the L2 vocabulary being connected to the L1 

concepts. As proficiency increases, the L2 lexicon starts to build up its own set 

of concepts and gradually, the mental lexicon contains two sets of lexicons, 

each with their own set of concepts. Still, the two lexicons remain 

interconnected, which would imply that the mental lexicon of a fully fledged 

bilingual would be highly complex, being separate and connected at the same 

time (Riegel, 1970:654). However, most studies suggest that, irrespective of the 
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number of lexicons, there is one single concept layer at work (de Groot, 

2002:36).  

4.3 Vocabulary acquisition theories  

The incorporation of new words into the mental lexicon is neither effortless 

nor swift, but there are a number of vocabulary acquisition strategies that serve 

to facilitate vocabulary expansion. The use of such strategies could thus be 

connected to the quality of the productive vocabulary, which is analysed in the 

present study. The following section will discuss such strategies and how they 

can be applied. 

4.3.1 Stages within vocabulary learning strategies 

General learning strategies can be subdivided into several specialised areas, one 

of them being language learning strategies. Language learning strategies in their 

turn consist of several different types, of which vocabulary learning strategies is 

one. Vocabulary learning strategies are at work at different stages of vocabulary 

learning as described below (Nation, 2001a:218ff).  

In the planning stage the learner decides what words to focus on and how 

and how often he or she is going to work with the new words (Nation, 

2001a:218ff). That means that learners should be aware of their vocabulary 

goals, since, depending on the range and frequency of words, they should be 

approached in different ways (see 4.4.2 for a discussion on word frequency). It 

should also be noted that a wider range of knowledge is required for productive 

use of words than for receptive use (see 4.4.1 for a discussion on receptive and 

productive vocabulary knowledge). Last but not least, revision must be planned 

for in order to make sure that learning actually takes place.  

The next stage described by Nation is for the learner to become familiar 

with different metacognitive strategies for finding information about the 

meanings of unknown words (Nation, 2001a:218ff). The most common source 

of information would perhaps be reference sources, such as dictionaries, 

glossaries, or a person who may know the appropriate word (e.g. the teacher, a 

native speaker or a classmate). Another way of finding out about meaning is 

“lexical inferencing”, which describes how qualified guesses are made in 

encounters with unknown words (Færch et al., 1984:96f; Nation, 2001a:218ff). 
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Contextual cues are used when learners either draw upon their knowledge of 

the topic in question or make use of the linguistic information that signals the 

meaning of the unknown word. Interlingual cues are used when learners have 

recourse to their first language and/or other languages than the one in question. 

In the case of cognates, learners may rely heavily on interlingual cues, but at the 

same time they must watch out for false friends.2 Intralingual cues are also used 

when learners are familiar with affixes, and thus are able to induce meaning 

from new words (Nation, 2001a:218ff). Ruhl (1989:3f) suggests another way of 

inducing meaning, in the case of words with various meanings. Accordingly, 

learners should concentrate on the central meaning of a word when learning it, 

but at the same time regard it as if it were a scale that ranged from concrete to 

abstract. For instance, in the case of branch, the concrete meaning would be 

growing out from the trunk of a tree while an abstract meaning would be affiliate 

(Nation, 2001a:51). In such a case the concrete meaning would help the learner 

understand the abstract meaning. 

The last stage of the vocabulary learning strategies dealt with in Nation 

(2001a:218ff) includes processes for establishing vocabulary knowledge. Apart 

from noticing a new word as an item that needs to be learnt, learners have to 

meet with opportunities where they can consolidate their knowledge about that 

word so as to reinforce the links between the cue and the knowledge that is 

connected to it. Vocabulary acquisition is not a question of moving from 

ignorance to full knowledge from one moment to the next. Rather, it is the 

summing up of knowledge from repeated encounters with a word, each 

meeting adding to or reinforcing previous knowledge about the word (Meara, 

1980:227; Nation, 2001a:155). If, for some reason, the encounters with a word 

were to stop, learning would be hampered. In time, the word would be 

forgotten and a need for relearning would emerge.  

4.3.2  Viable strategy use 

For the language learner there are many ways to acquire vocabulary. There are 

intentional, direct vocabulary learning strategies as well as incidental, meaning-

focused strategies. The relationship between the two is not necessarily one of 

opposition (Nation, 2001a:232). Rather, viable language learning could consist 

of both intentional and incidental learning, where direct vocabulary learning 

                                                 
2
 A false friend is a word or phrase of one language that resembles one in another language but has 

a different meaning.  
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could function as a complementary activity with the ability to increase learning 

rates considerably.  

Research has shown that there are a number of vocabulary learning 

strategies that are particularly effective. Gu and Johnson (1996:668) found that 

a large vocabulary size correlated positively with the two metacognitive 

strategies self-initiation, where the learner takes an interest in vocabulary in 

extracurricular activities, and selective attention, where the learner focuses on 

words that fall within his/her personal field of interest or need. Other strategies 

that were shown to influence vocabulary size in a positive way were contextual 

guessing, dictionary use and paying attention to word formation rules (Gu & 

Johnson, 1996:668; Coady, 1993:17). The least useful strategy appeared to be 

sheer memorisation, especially in the form of repetitious writing of new words. 

Haynes (1993:59) emphasises that it is essential that learners have a flexible 

approach to the sources of information on word meaning. When one route 

fails, learners should know how and where to find other sources to gain 

knowledge. Nation (2001a:218ff) suggests that a multifaceted approach gives 

good learning results, which means using a mixture of strategies such as 

visualising, word-analysis, the creation of contexts, collocations and meeting 

and using the new word in new contexts. Moreover, Sanaoui (1995:24f) saw 

that learners who made use of vocabulary strategies extended their planned 

vocabulary learning to extracurricular situations, which was not the case with 

unstructured learners. 

Lastly, research has shown that teaching should take word frequency into 

account (as reported in Nation, 2001b:167; Nation, 2001a:16). Since it is 

essential to master high-frequency vocabulary in order to understand a 

language, this group of words requires intentional learning in the form of direct, 

explicit learning. The vast number of low-frequency words is to be taken on at 

a later stage. This undertaking calls for a different approach which, in order to 

be efficient, should be based on a thorough knowledge of vocabulary learning 

strategies (Nation, 2001a:223).  

4.3.3 Reading 

Research shows that reading plays a large role in word acquisition. Indeed, 

Stoller and Grabe (1993:30) state that “vocabulary development must be viewed 

as both a cause and a consequence of reading abilities”. Thus, to some 

researchers in the field of vocabulary acquisition, reading stands out as the most 
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rewarding kind of L2 exposure. More specifically, reading makes possible what 

has been seen as the best of all vocabulary learning strategies: natural exposure 

to new vocabulary, or incidental learning (Stoller & Grabe, 1993:31f). Frequent 

reading will ensure that learners come across new words repeatedly and in a 

variety of contexts. This exposure makes learners gradually grow familiar with 

the words and include them in their mental lexicon. The number of encounters 

necessary to ensure acquisition has been estimated to be between 6 and 12 

(Brown, 1993:265). Nation (2001a:149) points out that learners who are 

presented with a series of texts on the same topic have better chances of 

coming across the same range of new words repeatedly, which enhances their 

chances of acquiring those words. However, he also says that if there are to be 

substantial gains in vocabulary knowledge, large amounts of extensive reading 

of comprehensible texts are required. Only then is there a reasonable possibility 

that the learner will repeatedly come across the same new words, which is a 

fundamental condition for reinforced learning, preventing the learner from 

forgetting (Nation, 2001a:155).  

Another factor that influences the likelihood of word acquisition through 

reading is a word’s saliency, or importance (Brown, 1993:265). Word saliency is 

a function of instructional focus and relative importance in the message 

communicated. It has been suggested that, for vocabulary gain to be ensured, 

fewer encounters might be required for words that are central to the 

communicated message than for less salient words (Brown, 1993:278). 

Moreover, if the learner has previously recognised a gap within his/her 

vocabulary, this want for knowledge makes the learner receptive to any 

encounters with the needed word, making learning more likely (Brown, 

1993:265). While reading, the learner encounters words in context and is at the 

same time given an individual choice as to which of them to focus on. It has 

been pointed out that good readers have an advantage over others, since fluent 

reading means that part of the attention can be devoted to context and 

cognitive processing (Stanovich, 1986:395).  

In spite of the advantages of incidental learning through extensive 

reading, studies show that intensive reading combined with focused vocabulary 

learning strategies leads to even larger vocabulary gains (Paribakht & Weshe, 

1997:195ff; Nation:2001a:149). In a long-term perspective, the direct teaching 

of vocabulary could be seen as one of many meetings with a word that will at 

some point become acquired (Nation, 2001a:156f). 
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4.4 Vocabulary proficiency 

Before going into various aspects of L2 vocabulary proficiency, it might be of 

interest to estimate the vocabulary size of native speakers. Nation (2001a:8f) 

estimates the vocabulary of an adult native speaker to contain around 20,000 

word families. As to the pace of acquisition, he estimates the vocabulary 

acquisition of young children to amount to around 1,000 word families a year. 

When it comes to L2 learners, Nation (2001a:8f) claims that learning 1,000 

word families a year is manageable, especially when the learner lives in a target 

language environment. However, he also points out that the majority of L2 

learners can hardly be expected to reach such a high figure.  

4.4.1 Receptive / Productive vocabulary 

One focus of the present study is vocabulary in L2 learners’ writing. 

Traditionally, writing is referred to as a productive (or active) language ability, a 

classification that also includes speaking. Listening and reading, on the other 

hand, are referred to as receptive (or passive) language abilities. Meara (1990) 

made a distinction between active and passive vocabulary by focusing on the 

links between words. In the active vocabulary, words have a number of both 

incoming and outgoing links, meaning that they can both be activated by 

specific words and activate specific words themselves. Passive vocabulary 

words, on the other hand, have no incoming links, and thereby cannot be 

activated externally by other words. Corson (1995:44f) sees passive vocabulary 

as being made up of the active vocabulary in combination with partially known 

words and words whose use is avoided or not readily available.  

However, inevitably, receptive skills carry with them an ingredient of 

production, like the creation of meaning when receiving a spoken or written 

message (Nation, 2001a:24f). Thus, receptive skills cannot be said to be solely 

receptive, and passive skills cannot be said to be entirely passive. Instead, the 

distinction should rather be seen as a continuum (Færch et al., 1984:100). 

Nation (2001a:26ff) suggests that all aspects of knowing a word involve both 

receptive and productive knowledge. It simply depends on the approach taken. 

For example, in the case of written word forms, a receptive approach would be 

“what does the word look like?”, whereas a productive approach would be 

“how is the word written and spelled?”. The relationship between form and 

meaning expressed in a receptive approach would be “what meaning does this 
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form signal?” whereas a productive approach would be “what word form can 

be used to express this meaning?”. Nation (2001a:28f) claims further that 

productive skills appear to be more difficult to acquire than receptive skills, and 

gives the following explanations: firstly, more extensive knowledge is involved 

in productive learning. For instance, in cases where the target language contains 

different writing systems or different sounds or sound combinations, 

productive use requires more explicit skills. Likewise, it takes more to produce a 

target language word form than to infer its meaning, since there is often an 

overlap in meaning between two languages, but much more seldom shared 

forms. Secondly, a learner normally gets to practice receptive skills more 

frequently than productive skills, which inevitably means that receptive skills 

become more developed. Thirdly, a target language word that has recently been 

learnt tends to have only one link, often going to its L1 translation, thereby 

illustrating the receptive direction. In the productive direction, however, the L1 

word has a number of links, and the link to the target language translation has 

to compete with links to collocates, synonyms and opposites within the L1. 

Lastly, in spite of possessing specific vocabulary knowledge, learners might not 

be motivated to use it productively. Such vocabulary tends to remain in the 

passive vocabulary. 

Summarising the findings on receptive/productive vocabulary, Nation 

(2001a:32) says that it takes more time and effort to learn vocabulary for 

productive purposes than for receptive purposes. However, productive 

vocabulary seems to be much less likely to be forgotten than receptive 

vocabulary (Schmitt, 2000:129). Nation (2001a:32) also points out that in order 

to benefit the most, L2 learners ought to apply learning methods that reflect the 

kind of use they will make of the target language. Thus, if the goal is productive 

use, then there should also be productive learning.  

4.4.2 Word frequency 

Whether receptive or productive use is the goal of target language learning, 

some words still stand out as more important to learn than others. Frequency 

counts of the vocabulary in a language show that some words are much more 

frequently used than others. In fact, a small group of high-frequency words 

make up the major part of all language production. One of the ways proficiency 

is determined in the present study is in terms of active vocabulary quality. This 
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undertaking makes it necessary to distinguish between high- and low-frequency 

vocabulary in the texts. 

Many attempts have been made at establishing the most frequent words, a 

procedure that tends to be done by means of frequency counts in text corpora. 

The word lists of Thorndike and West, for instance, both aim at compiling a 

basic English vocabulary, both using corpora of about 5 million words of 

written text (Thorén, 1967:18ff; West, 1953). Most often, lists of high-

frequency words are made up of the 2,000 most frequent words (Nation, 

2001a:14f). One part of the words included in high-frequency lists are function 

words, such as a, some, two, because and to. The other, larger, part is made up of 

content words, i.e. nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs. The most frequent 

words on the lists appear extremely often and in all kinds of texts. In academic 

texts, for example, it has been shown that the first 1,000 words of Michael 

West’s General Service List (1953) make up 77% of the tokens. The second 1,000 

words only cover 5% of the tokens in the same texts (Nation, 2001a:15f).  

Today, frequency lists are based on computer corpora, which not only 

means that they are easier to compile but also that they can build on a much 

larger number of running words. This means that it is now possible to find 

information on word frequency in ordinary dictionaries. One such example is 

The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (2003:xiv), which builds on a 

corpus of 300 million words, from both written and spoken texts. Another 

example is The Collins COBUILD English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (2001: 

ixff) which is based on a corpus of 400 million words of written and spoken 

English. 

Consequently, there are many different lists of high-frequency vocabulary, 

but there is still a strong overlap between them (Meara, 2005:32). However, 

they tend to differ with respect to a group of borderline words with a frequency 

ranging from being the least frequent within the high-frequency group of some 

lists and the most frequent in the low-frequency group of other lists. Since a 

dividing line between two frequency groups has to be drawn somewhere, it is 

really the topics of the texts within the corpora that influence on which side of 

the dividing line these words will end up. The actual frequency differences, 

however, are small within this border line group (Nation, 2001b:168, 179).  

With a focus on specific learner needs, several word lists have been 

designed to enable learners of English to focus on the most useful and frequent 

vocabulary. There are general word lists for learners of many native languages. 

As far as Swedish learners of English are concerned, Thorén (1967) compiled a 

list of basic words, aimed at the needs of young learners in particular. Since his 
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focus was on this specific target group, Thorén in some cases found it 

necessary to adjust the word list to the context of his target group somewhat 

(Thorén, 1967:19ff). As a result, there are cases where words are included in the 

word list in spite of being used only sparsely in other contexts. Examples of this 

are specific classroom vocabulary, e.g.  blackboard, vocabulary needed to explain 

typically Swedish phenomena, e.g.  midsummer, and emotive words, e.g. murderer 

(Thorén, 1967:20f). Moreover, in his word list, Thorén specified in which 

school year the words in his list ought to be known by the learner. He also 

distinguished between passive and active knowledge, and stated in which school 

year passive knowledge should turn into active knowledge.  

4.4.3 Measuring vocabulary proficiency 

Many attempts have been made to measure productive vocabulary in qualitative 

terms. The problem appears to be the multifaceted nature of the quality of 

vocabulary (Malvern et al., 2004:3f). Read (2000:200ff), for example, points to 

no less than four variables that need to be taken into consideration, namely 

lexical variation, lexical sophistication, lexical density and number of errors. So 

far, it appears as if there is no one measure yet designed that manages to 

include all these aspects of vocabulary quality. Rather, a number of separate 

measurements have been established (Malvern et al., 2004:4). I will describe the 

most common ones below, and point out strengths and weaknesses.  

The four vocabulary variables that Read (2000) mentions can be described 

as follows. Lexical variation, or lexical diversity, has to do with the range of 

vocabulary and refers to the extent to which vocabulary is repeated within a text 

(Malvern et al., 2004:3). Type-token ratio (TTR) is the most common way of 

measuring lexical variation, and it compares the number of different words with 

the total number of words: 

 

 Lexical types   
TTR =  ________________ x  100 

 Lexical tokens    

 

A high type-token ratio suggests little vocabulary repetition while a low ratio 

suggests that a limited set of words is in use. Type-token ratio is easy to use and 

can be calculated automatically by computer programmes. The drawback is that 

it is seriously affected by text length, and presupposes that text length is 
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adjusted to establish comparability (Malvern et al., 2004:25). Vermeer (2000:77), 

among others, dismisses the type-token ratio even if it is adjusted for length. He 

argues that sentence length could affect the type-token ratio in texts that are 

length adjusted. In effect, the use of longer sentences might lead to fewer topic 

changes which is likely to reduce vocabulary variation. Vermeer (2000:77) 

argues further that, within higher L2 proficiency levels, the outcomes of type-

token based measurements are in fact more closely related to the number of 

topic changes than to vocabulary proficiency. 

Lexical Sophistication (LS) measures the use of low-frequency words and 

reflects the learner’s ability to use precise and sophisticated vocabulary (Malvern 

et al., 2004:3). LS was first used by Linnarud (1986) and the measure was aimed 

at showing the proportion of rare words. The classification of rare words was 

made with the help of Thorén’s (1967) list of basic words for Swedish learners 

of English (see 4.4.2). Linnarud only included lexical words in her count, using 

the following formula to calculate lexical sophistication (Linnarud, 1986:45):  

 

 Lexical words from Class 9 and above  100 
LS =  _____________________________________________  x  ____ 

 Total number of lexical words   1 

 

Since the 1980s, several ways of measuring lexical sophistication have 

been advanced, and Laufer and Nation have contributed greatly to this field 

(Malvern et al., 2004:128). In 1990, Nation (1990) developed the Vocabulary 

Levels Test, which tests learner vocabulary by way of having learners identify 

which of the words in a group of words matches a specific word meaning. The 

words tested are grouped according to their frequency of occurrence, which 

means that words belonging to the 1,000 most frequent words represent one 

level, followed by words belonging to the 1,000 next most frequent words as 

the next level and so on. Later, Laufer and Nation (1995) developed a measure 

of free productive ability, the Lexical Frequency Profile, in which a computer 

programme gives the percentage of word families at different frequency levels 

within a text.3 Studies where the Lexical Frequency Profile was used have 

shown that continuous exposure to the target language increases the percentage 

of low-frequency words at the expense of the high-frequency words from the 

1,000 and 2,000 levels (Laufer, 1994:29). Laufer and Nation (1995:319) argue 

that the Lexical Frequency Profile is both reliable and valid, giving similar 

                                                 
3
 A version of the Lexical Frequency Profile, the Web Vocabulary Profiler, is accessible on the 

internet: www.lextutor.ca/vp/ [accessed 31 March 2008].  
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results when measuring written texts of the same kind that were produced by 

the same person within a short period of time, and being largely unaffected by 

grammar, which helps retain the focus on vocabulary proper. These claims have 

been questioned by Meara (2005:32), who found that the Lexical Frequency 

Profile is only likely to show results in cases of substantial differences in 

vocabulary size, either over time or between groups.  

Laufer (1995) went on to simplify the Lexical Frequency Profile in that 

she dichotomised it, dividing word families into two groups. One of them 

contains the 2,000 most frequent word families in English while the other is 

made up of word families that are less frequent. One of the advantages of 

Laufer’s condensed profile is that her measurement is simple to use since any 

dictionary including information on word frequency can be used to identify the 

most frequent vocabulary in a language (Laufer, 1995:267). A weakness would 

be that it is based on word families. While the word family is a useful way of 

identifying lexical items in the case of native speakers’ passive vocabulary, it 

involves complex knowledge of word formation by affixation, which makes it a 

less useful measurement in the case of learners’ productive vocabulary (see 4.1). 

Also, in measurements of free productive ability it should be remembered that 

the vocabulary used is not necessarily a foolproof indication of an individual’s 

vocabulary proficiency. The quality of the vocabulary produced might also be 

connected to the nature of the task, with the effect that less demanding tasks 

can result in less sophisticated output (Miliander, 2003:129f).  

In 1999, Laufer and Nation developed the Productive Levels Test, a cloze 

test designed to measure vocabulary growth (Laufer & Nation, 1999). This test 

only includes low-frequency words, although divided into different frequency 

levels within this large group. Nation (2001a:182) claims that the Productive 

Levels Test is more likely to show changes in vocabulary knowledge than the 

Lexical Frequency Profile. Possibly, this reflects the fact that the two tests 

involve different degrees of efforts. While the Productive Levels Test presents 

the learner with the first few letters of the words in the cloze test, no help is 

available when the Lexical Frequency Profile is used.  

The third measure that Read (2000:200ff) mentions is Lexical Density 

(LD), which was elaborated by Ure (1971) and measures the proportion of 

content words as compared to the total number of tokens (content words + 

function words) (Ure, 1971):4 

                                                 
4
 The formula is taken from Linnarud (1986: 47). 
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 Lexical words   

LD = __________________ x 100 

 Total number of words    

 

One of the advantages of lexical density is that it is insensitive to text length, as 

it measures tokens instead of types. The drawback, however, is that it results in 

large differences between written and spoken language (Malvern et al., 2004:3). 

It has also been argued that lexical density is dependant on the syntax and 

cohesion of texts, rather than solely on their vocabulary. This means that a 

lower ratio of function words is not necessarily a result of a higher degree of 

vocabulary knowledge, but might as well be a result of structural features, e.g. a 

higher number of subordinate clauses, participial phrases and ellipsis (Laufer & 

Nation, 1995:309). 

Lastly, Number of Errors is a measurement that is influenced by spelling, 

lexical choice, mistakes in derivational morphology, interference from other 

languages and false friends (Read, 2000:200f). It is appealing in that errors stand 

out and seem easy to find. However, the identification of errors involves an 

inevitable amount of subjective judgement, which is also the case when it 

comes to filtering out non-lexical errors. 

In order to measure vocabulary quality in the present study, I decided to 

use neither lexical variation, which is sensitive to text length, nor number of 

errors, which involves a large amount of subjective judgement. Since spoken 

language, in terms of dialogue, is used to different degrees in the compositions, 

lexical density was also ruled out. Lexical sophistication, however, stood out as 

the best approach to vocabulary quality for my study, and in 6.5.1.3 I will 

explain how I chose to apply the measurement.  

4.5 Empirical studies on L2 vocabulary  

Learner vocabulary has been in focus in a number of studies, and I will here 

briefly discuss a few that are relevant to my own study. First, in a study on the 

free written production in English of Swedish learners as well as native speakers 

of English, Linnarud (1986:115ff) found that there were other factors than the 

number of errors that distinguished the vocabulary of the two groups. The 

native speakers, for instance, showed a higher degree of lexical individuality, i.e. 

a larger proportion of words that were unique to a specific writer. Lexical 

individuality was also positively correlated with rater evaluations. Another 
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finding was that the lexical sophistication was significantly higher among the 

native speakers, which meant that their compositions contained a larger 

proportion of difficult words. However, rater evaluations did not correlate with 

the results on lexical sophistication, a fact that Linnarud ascribes to a lower 

expectation of learners’ lexical sophistication among the raters (Linnarud, 

1986:117).  

Laufer has focused on the productive vocabulary of L2 learners in a 

number of studies. In a longitudinal study from 1991, she measured lexical 

richness in advanced English learners’ free compositions. The vocabulary was 

studied in four different ways, but significant progress over time was only 

found in the students’ lexical sophistication (Laufer, 1991:443f). More 

specifically, those who progressed the most were students whose initial 

proficiency had been below average. According to Laufer, these weaker 

students had a stronger incentive to enrich their active vocabulary than those 

with higher initial proficiency, who felt that they already met the requirements. 

Based on her findings, Laufer formulates the ‘active vocabulary threshold 

hypothesis’ (Laufer, 1991:445), according to which learners’ patterns of 

progress reflect the way their proficiency level is related to the average standard 

of the group in which they function. Growth of the productive lexicon will take 

place among learners who have not yet reached the average standard of that 

group. Laufer points out that her hypothesis does not include passive 

vocabulary knowledge, which she claims will never cease growing.  

Laufer has also conducted a number studies in order to detect changes 

and differences in vocabulary size in terms of the percentage of low frequency 

words, or words beyond 2,000 (Laufer, 1995:268ff, see also 4.4.3). One study 

focused on 37 adult learners of English as a foreign language and measured 

whether their active vocabulary would increase as a consequence of 

comprehension-based instruction. The texts that were analysed were two sets of 

argumentative compositions, one from the beginning of the study and the other 

from the end of one semester of study. The result was that an increase in 

vocabulary could be measured, but only in the case of passive vocabulary. The 

active vocabulary remained unaffected. Another study focused on advanced 

learners of English, measuring the size of the productive vocabulary in 48 

university students’ argumentative compositions. The first set of compositions 

was written as part of the entrance exam, and these compositions were then 

compared with one set written after one term of study and another after two 

terms of study. The results showed that both the subsequent sets of 

compositions showed a significantly increased ratio of beyond 2,000 words. 
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Nevertheless, in comparison to native speaker results, the figures did not come 

across as very satisfactory. 

Miliander (2003:124f) studied the vocabulary of advanced Swedish 

learners of English and, among other things, found that their spoken 

production contained a higher percentage of high frequency words than their 

written language. She also found a correlation between the use of low frequency 

words and high results on a vocabulary test. 

There are also a few studies that have focused on vocabulary in 

immersion education. In his study on 700 German students of English, Wode 

(1999:32f) found a considerably larger lexical gain among immersion students 

than among traditional foreign language students. The oral production of the 

immersion students contained a richer vocabulary, with regards to the number 

of lexical types, the use of lexical items that had not been provided in the 

background texts, glossary and instructions accompanying the task, the use of 

lexical items expected to be only passively known, as well as the use of a larger 

number of synonyms. Wode draws the conclusion that the higher exposure to 

English in immersion education had resulted in many more occasions where 

incidental vocabulary learning could take place, which made the immersion 

students more likely to activate their knowledge (Wode, 1999:33f). 

Sylvén (2004:225) also found evidence of a larger English vocabulary 

among Swedish CLIL students. In her longitudinal study, CLIL students 

performed better on a range of lexical tests than traditional foreign language 

students. Unlike Wode, Sylvén is reluctant to give the credit to the CLIL 

method alone. Rather, she notes that not only were the CLIL students ahead of 

the control group from the beginning, but they also received a higher amount 

of extramural input of English. According to Sylvén, these circumstances play a 

large part in the successful results that were found in the CLIL group. 

To summarize, this chapter has given a background to my study on 

vocabulary quality. Among other things, I discussed strategies for incorporating 

words in the mental lexicon as well as the way words could be stored there. 

Moreover, this chapter accounted for different ways of identifying lexical items, 

finding lemmas to be best suited for analyses of free productive learner 

vocabulary like the present one. It also described different ways of assessing 

vocabulary proficiency, finding the concept of lexical sophistication to be an 

appropriate measurement for the material in this study.  
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5 On the use of verbs 

In my experience, many teachers of English identify the use of verbs as a part 

of language learning that requires a substantial amount of class time. There are 

simply many features that need to be mastered before a learner can use verbs 

correctly, i.e. their rich morphology reflecting tense, aspect and number. At the 

same time, it has been claimed that the ability to use tense in an appropriate 

way is an important factor in assessments of learners’ writing skills (Vaughan, 

1991:114). Not only do they need to learn when and how to use different verb 

forms in order to become proficient writers, they also need to use them in a 

way that promotes text coherence. This combination of features makes verbs 

an interesting area of study in learner texts, an area where we are likely to see 

improvement over time. This chapter will describe some of the functions of 

English verbs and also how they work in context. The matter will be addressed 

from a general as well as a learner language perspective. 

5.1 Tense and aspect  

The verb plays a vital role in clause construction, being the kernel in the verb 

phrase, around which a clause is structured (Biber et al., 1999:120). It is the 

valency of each verb that determines the other obligatory clause elements 

(Biber et al. 1999:125f). Another of the inherent characteristics of English verbs 

is to give information on time orientation, which is done through tense and 

aspect; this is the topic of the following section.  

5.1.1 Indicating time references 

In communication we sometimes give time references, and to do so, there are a 

number of possibilities from which a communicator has to choose. First of all, 

there are two tenses in English: the present and the past. For lexical verbs (not 

modals), the simple present is morphologically marked in the third person 

singular only, by the suffix –(e)s, and refers to the present time. It states that 

something exists or goes on at the time, e.g. “Here comes your mother” (Biber et 

al., 1999:454). It also describes present habitual behaviour: “She’s a vegetarian, 

but she eats chicken” (Biber et al., 1999:453). Moreover, the simple present is 

generic, and is thus used when something is true in the present, past and the 
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future, e.g. “John spends a lot of money” (Quirk et al., 1985:175ff). It is also the 

unmarked tense, in the sense that it is often represented by the base or 

uninflected form of the verb (except for in the third person singular and the 

verb be). Moreover, the simple present can refer to the future, e.g. if it is used in 

conditional or temporal adverbial clauses that have a future time reference. In 

narratives, it can also refer to past time. This is usually called ‘historic present’ 

and is used to make a story more vivid (Biber et al., 1999:454; Quirk et al., 

1985:181f). The simple past refers to past time and is marked with the suffix -ed 

for regular verbs, as in “He walked on away from the green and the houses (...) 

from which Tace Way turned off” (Biber et al., 1999:454). The simple past tends 

to be used in fiction, both for narration and description, where it describes 

events that took place in an imaginary past. 

Future time is expressed through the use of modal auxiliaries, semi-

auxiliaries, the simple present or the present progressive (Quirk et al., 

1985:213). Most commonly, modal auxiliary constructions with will, and with a 

first person subject sometimes shall, are used, e.g. “He will be here in half an 

hour” and “No doubt I shall see you next week” (Quirk et al., 1985:213). The 

present tense can also be used to refer to future events, e.g. if the verb is 

connected to a time adverbial, as in “School finishes on 21st March”, and in 

dependent clauses, after conditional and temporal conjunctions such as if and 

when, e.g. “What will you say if I marry the boss?” (Quirk et al., 1985:216). 

Futurity is also expressed by means of be going to + the infinitive, as in “When 

are you going to get married?”, with the implicit meaning “future fulfilment of 

present intention” (Quirk et al., 1985:214), and in “It’s going to rain”, with the 

implicit meaning “future result of present cause” (Quirk et al., 1985:214). There 

are also two quasi-auxiliaries that are used to express future time: be to + 

infinitive, often indicating that there is a future arrangement or plan, and be 

about to + infinitive, used for near future. Examples would be “Their daughter is 

to be married soon” and “The train is about to leave” (Quirk et al., 1985:217). 

Apart from tense, aspect is also expressed in the verb phrase. Biber et al. 

(1999:460) describe aspect as having to do with the ”completion or lack of 

completion of events or states described by a verb”. The perfect aspect is used 

for “events or states taking place during a period leading up to the specified 

time” (Biber et al., 1999:460). The progressive aspect is used for “an event or 

state of affairs which is in progress, or continuing, at the time indicated by the 

rest of the verb phrase” (Biber et al., 1999:460). The two aspects can be 

combined with tense, which gives us the present perfect and the past perfect, 

and the present progressive and the past progressive. The present perfect is 
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used for situations that started in the past and continue to exist until the 

present, e.g. “So far, the newspaper has ignored my letters to the press”.5 The 

past perfect is used to describe situations that took place before a specific past 

time, e.g. “Until yesterday, I had never seen a penguin”. An example of the present 

progressive would be “Where’s Jake? He’s hiding in the closet”. The past 

progressive is used in the sentence “Jake was pleased that no one could see him 

while he was hiding in the closet”.  

Harder (1994:62f) suggests that the tenses can be organised in a way that 

reflects their relation to a basic time, which is either the present or the past. The 

choice of either present or past is seen as the only obligatory choice, and once a 

clause is anchored in one of them, a point of reference has arisen from which 

more, optional, steps can be taken in order to build other tenses. Harder 

(1994:62) identifies three sub-paradigms:  

 

[present (S) / past (P)] 
[+/- future] F 
[+/- perfect] A 
 

With a point of reference in either the present or the past, the three sub-

paradigms can be combined to form eight different tense categories: 

 

Simple present  S he plays 
Simple past P he played 
Present future S + F he will play  
Past future P + F he would play 
Present perfect  S + A he has played 
Past perfect P + A he had played 
Present future perfect S + F + A he will have played 
Past future perfect P + F + A he would have played 
(from Harder 1996:396) 
 

In this section, aspect has been described as a way of indicating the degree 

of completion in any verb event, and as such it can also be referred to as 

grammatical aspect. 

                                                 
5
 When no source is stated, the example is always my own. 
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5.1.2 Tense in context 

Skilled writers have to think in Harder’s (1994) terms and decide whether 

his/her text is to be based in the present or in the past. The decision tends to 

be influenced by genre; narratives are typically written in the simple past, 

whereas argumentative texts tend to be written in the simple present 

(Albrechtsen et al., 1991:81). However, a text does not usually consist of one 

single, uniform structure that is kept exclusively in one single tense. Rather, a 

text can consist of both a main structure and side structures, kept apart by 

means of separate use of tense and aspect (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:278). This 

macro syntactic way of organising chunks of text, which has been compared to 

the micro syntactic structuring of sentences, is referred to as grounding or 

narrative subordination (Fleischman, 1985:853f). 

In narratives, the main structure depicts the succession of events in the 

plot, moving the story forwards in time, (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:278; Klein, 

1994:230). Clauses in the main structure are called foreground clauses and in 

English they tend to be kept in the simple past (see Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:278). 

The chain of events in the foreground is also referred to as narrative event line and 

the principle of natural order (Fleischman, 1990:60; Klein, 1994:231). When the 

principle of natural order is violated in a narrative, side structures appear. They 

support the foreground by either setting the scene or evaluating or commenting 

on the events in the plot. Clauses in the side structures are called background 

clauses, and they are set apart from the natural succession of events in the 

foreground by their tendency to take on a different tense (Bardovi-Harlig, 

2000:282; Klein, 1994:230). The tense shift highlights that the information 

provided forms a subunit that breaks the narrative line (Fleischman, 1990:60). 

One type of subunit are background clauses that go back to events that 

happened some time in the past, prior to the position in time within the 

foreground. In such cases, a foreground in the simple past would be combined 

with a background in the past perfect, as in (1).  

 

(1) She went to sleep after a day that had been absolutely fantastic. 

 

Other types of subunits appear in external evaluations, e.g. predictions about 

the future, comments on events that are occurring at the same time as events in 

the foreground, and evaluations of events in the foreground (Bardovi-Harlig, 

2000:282f).  
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Again, there is a relation to genre. Within academic writing, for instance, 

tense/aspect can e.g. be used as an indication of the relevance of concepts, the 

simple present being used for relevant ones and the simple past for irrelevant 

ones (Biber et al., 1999:458). In oral narratives, on the other hand, speakers 

tend to shift tense and aspect quite freely in order to bring variation into the 

narrative and to obtain certain effects. Moreover, studies on children have 

shown that the tendency to make use of different verb tenses appeared to be 

positively correlated with age (Berman, 2001:25f; Berman & Slobin, 1994:134f). 

Nevertheless, in L1 research in English it has been found that while the simple 

past is the most common verb form in the foreground, it is also frequently used 

in the background (Dry, 1983:47f). Therefore, it has been argued that 

definitions of foreground and background have a tendency to be ambiguous 

(Dry, 1983:47). Fleischman (1985:854) even suggests that the foreground-

background contrast should be seen as a continuum rather than a dichotomy. 

Apart from genre, narrative type has also been found to influence the use 

of backgrounding. In distinguishing between third person and first person 

narratives, Bardovi-Harlig points out that a first person narrative might trigger 

more frequent references to backgrounding since the narrator is likely to be 

motivated to explain and comment on the foreground story (Bardovi-Harlig, 

2000:320). This effect can also be created in fictive narratives, by personalising 

the subject matter, which makes the writer take on the perspective of the 

narrator (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:332). 

5.1.2.1 Global text perspective 

As mentioned in 5.1.2, the use of a different tense serves, among other things, 

to set apart a background side structure from the natural order in the main 

structure of the foreground. In order for a reader to perceive the text as a unity 

rather than a set of juxtaposed sentences and structures, it is essential that it is 

coherent. That means that the underlying ideas have to be linked and that the 

thematic content of foreground as well as background clauses must be logically 

organised and developed. In effect, coherence works on a higher text level and 

concerns the logical relatedness between sequences of text. Engebretsen 

(2000:8) chooses to define the link between two neighbouring text sequences as 

local coherence, while he defines the hierarchical structure in which all text 

sequences are logically fitted in as global coherence. Thus, global coherence has 

to do with the relationship between the main structure and the side structures 
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of a narrative. As Berman (2001:2) points out, a global text perspective is a 

demanding cognitive undertaking which requires preplanning in order for the 

main structure to be hierarchically related to the side structures. 

5.1.2.2 Conversation in narratives 

In their grammar, Biber et al. (1999) distinguish between four registers: 

conversation, fiction, newspaper language and academic prose. With respect to 

the distribution of tense, they found differences in the different registers (Biber 

et al., 1999:456). In fiction, which is the register of the compositions in this 

study, writers most often use the past tense. In conversation, on the other hand, 

the present tense is generally preferred. Conversation in a narrative can be 

reported in different ways. If it is reported directly, it becomes a side structure 

in the form of dialogue. In (2) there is an example of dialogue presented as 

direct speech. A presentation like this calls for a tense shift from the simple past 

of the main structure into the simple present in the quoted speech. 

 

(2) ‘You are too noisy,’ Pamela told them. (Quirk et al., 1985:1029/my 
italics/) 

 

However, speech can also be reported indirectly. In that case it normally 

appears in the same time frame as the surrounding text. If the piece of dialogue 

in (2) were to be presented as indirect speech, the simple past would be kept up 

and there would be no tense shift, as can be seen in (2’): 

 

(2’) Pamela told them that they were too noisy. (Quirk et al., 1985:1029  
/my italics/) 
 

Consequently, when indirect speech is used, no side structure emerges that calls 

for a different tense from that in the main structure. Therefore, a replacement 

of are for were in (2’) could never be considered motivated in a past tense 

framework.  

In fiction, dialogue is occasionally presented in the form of free direct speech. 

This term is used for the presentation of direct speech without the use of overt 

indications (Quirk et al., 1985:1032f), as in the italicised sentence in (3). 

 

(3) I sat on the grass staring at the passers-by. Everybody seemed in a 
hurry. Why can’t I have something to rush to? (Quirk et al., 1985:1033) 
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In effect, stretches of free direct speech are side structures that stand out 

from the surrounding past time frame of the main structure only through their 

use of present-tense forms. Therefore, it is up to the reader to identify these 

side structures as dialogue. 

5.1.2.3 Generic statements and meta-comments 

Some side sections stand free from the chain of events in the main structure as 

well as from dialogue. This is the case for evaluative or extra-textual sections, 

which can be found in generic statements and meta-comments. Generic 

statements refer to sections where a writer makes generalisations or refers to 

things that are true regardless of time, or at least at the moment of writing (see 

Quirk et al., 1985:175ff). Meta-comments, on the other hand, are comments on 

the subject matter of a text (see e.g. Teufel, 1998:45). They are directed straight 

at the reader, and thus stand out from the text. In both cases the temporal 

stance is in the present time of writing, which means that irrespective of the 

temporal stance of the narrative, generic statements and meta-comments are 

based in the present. 

5.2 Tense and aspect in learner language 

A learner language perspective adds the question of acquisition to the matter of 

temporal expression. Initially, research in this area was mainly oriented towards 

the order in which verbal morphemes were acquired. However, during the 

1980s research began to turn towards the semantics of the tense-aspect system 

(Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:2f). In fact, the area was approached from two different 

angles: the North American approach, which is form-oriented and focuses on 

verbal morphology, and the European approach, which takes as its starting 

point the wider perspective of meaning rather than form. The form-oriented 

approach investigates the use of a particular form within learner language, thus 

establishing its importance within the system. The meaning-oriented approach, 

on the other hand, investigates a semantic concept (such as e.g. the past or the 

future) to see how it is expressed in the language (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:11ff). 

By investigating all possible ways of expressing temporality, including those that 

precede the actual use of verbal morphemes, the meaning-oriented approach 
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takes on a wider perspective than the form-oriented approach, which is 

restricted to the stage where learners are able to make temporal reference by 

morphological means. Consequently, the two approaches are closely related. 

Below, outlines of the orientations towards meaning as well as form will be 

briefly summarised.  

5.2.1 The meaning-oriented approach 

The meaning-oriented approach distinguishes between three stages of 

development in L2 learning, each with a different solution as to temporal 

reference (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:12).6 The initial stage of L2 learning has been 

labelled the nominal stage because, typically, learners have not yet started using 

verbs (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:24). Referring to the same stage as a pre-basic variety, 

Klein describes it as a stage in which time references can only be given through 

the use of pragmatic and lexical means, for instance chronological order and 

scaffolding (Klein, 1993:102ff). The nominal stage can be illustrated in example 

(4) (from von Stutterheim & Klein, 1987:202), where a Turkish immigrant to 

Germany says the following:  

 

(4) Türkei grosse Haus, Deutschland Wohnung ganz kleine. 
TURKEY BIG HOUSE, GERMANY FLAT VERY SMALL. 
“In Turkey I had a big house, in Germany I have a small flat.”  
 

In (4), time reference is indicated by the local expressions Turkey and Germany 

where, in a chronological sense, Turkey refers to the past and Germany to the 

present. It should be noted that the students in my own investigation are well 

beyond this nominal stage.  

During the next stage, the lexical, pre-morphological or basic variety stage, the 

learner starts to use verbs (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:37; Klein, 1993:105). However, 

the verbs tend to be used in the shape of “base” forms or “default” forms, 

where a specific verb form is generalised and appointed an overall use, e.g. base 

forms such as go and say in the case of English. This means, for instance, that 

students tend to use verbs as finite verbs without adding the required 

morphology, i.e. –s or –ed. Therefore, when it comes to giving time references, 

just as in the nominal stage the learner has to turn to lexical means, using for 

instance calendric references (May 5) and metrical time expressions (two months). 

                                                 
6
 Note that a dominance of features from one stage does not exclude features from the other stages. 
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However, at the lexical stage, the increased proficiency allows learners to start 

making use of temporal adverbials such as yesterday, in the morning, then and later 

(Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:12f, 45; 1992:254). Such forms are all invariable, and 

although they suffice to indicate temporal reference in many cases, 

misunderstandings are likely to occur (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:45). For instance, 

the lack of time reference is evident in example (5): 

 

(5) He go later. 

 

In (5), the narrator fails to express whether the comment concerns a past or 

future time reference, as e.g. in He went later or He’ll go later. In spite of the 

higher proficiency of the lexical stage, the structure and function of the learner 

language is universal rather than target language specific, and it is merely the 

vocabulary that is reminiscent of the target language (Klein, 1994:244).  

It is only when learners move on to later stages (referred to as development 

beyond the basic variety by Klein, 1993:108) that their language becomes more 

target-language specific. It is then that they begin to go through the slow and 

gradual process of acquiring the verbal morphology that is used to give 

temporal reference. This morphological stage represents the connection 

between the meaning-oriented approach and the form-oriented approach.  

5.2.2 The form-oriented approach 

In the form-oriented approach, verbal morphology is central. As pointed out by 

Bardovi-Harlig (2000:89), this approach is best suited for more advanced stages 

of acquisition, in which learners have actually started making temporal 

references by way of verbal morphology. It covers three areas, namely 

acquisitional sequences, which focus on the order in which tense-aspect 

morphology appears in learners, lexical aspect, which compares tense-aspect 

morphology with the inherent semantic values of verbs, and the influence of 

the narrative structure on tense-aspect morphology. These three areas will be 

discussed below. 
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5.2.2.1 Tense and aspect morphology 

The acquisition of tense and aspect morphology develops gradually. Even at 

more advanced stages of acquisition, uninflected verb forms have a tendency to 

remain in the learner language. Moreover, even if learners add verbal 

morphology to the verbs they use, there is no guarantee that they will use them 

in the appropriate contexts. According to Klein (1994:244), what happens is 

that “formal variation precedes functional use” (see also Klein et al., 1995:270). 

Klein (1994:244f) also points out that it is a question of a “slow, gradual and 

continuous” transgression from incorrect to the correct functional use of verb 

forms. Irregular morphology, such as went and took, has been found to appear at 

earlier stages than regular morphology (Klein et al., 1995:271; Klein, 1993:109) 

while, at an intermediate stage, such verbs are often used with regular 

morphology instead, as in *goed and *taked.7 Klein (1993:109) explains this 

phenomenon by describing verb forms as being ‘individual items of input’, 

items which only slowly and gradually become part of a system of rules forming 

within the learner. While the acquisition of tense morphology is likely to take 

time, it has nevertheless been found to precede aspect marking (Klein, 

1994:245; Klein et al., 1995:270) and morphology for person (Andersen, 

1991:319). 

Quite contrary to Klein’s (1993;1994) and Klein et al.’s (1995) views on 

verbal morphology, which is that form tends to precede function, Ionin and 

Wexler (2002:107) found that a group of child L2 learners (n = 20, 4 – 14 years) 

only rarely produced tense/agreement morphology. Rohde describes the 

phenomenon as a principle of “if in doubt, do not inflect the verb” (Rohde, 

2002:206). However, when the subjects in Ionin and Wexler’s study actually did 

use finite forms, these were almost always correct (Ionin & Wexler, 2002:107). 

Ionin and Wexler (2002:96) argue that tense is indeed specified in the L2 

learners’ grammar, and that inflection is omitted for another reason than in the 

default theory mentioned above. In their study, Ionin and Wexler show that 

inflectional morphemes were omitted to a different degree in affixal forms (-s 

and –ed) as compared to suppletive (be) forms, omission being much more 

frequent in the case of affixal forms than among suppletive (copula and 

auxiliary) forms (Ionin & Wexler, 2002:107). Moreover, there was a tendency 

for be forms to appear in connection with what seemed like progressive 

participles lacking -ing suffixes, as in example (6).  

 

                                                 
7
 The asterisk (*) represents nonexistent verb forms. 
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(6) the lion is go down (Ionin & Wexler, 2002:110) 

 

However, the majority of cases like (6), with an uninflected verb and a 

superfluous be form, were actually used in non-progressive contexts. Ionin and 

Wexler (2002:112) suggest that the be form was inserted for a reason, namely in 

order to carry the function of tense/agreement marker. They go on by 

suggesting that learners’ superior command of be forms as compared to affixal 

forms can be connected to the different clause positions of the two forms 

(Ionin & Wexler, 2002:116). Be forms, in their capacity of auxiliaries and copula, 

are given a somewhat more initial and thereby more prominent position within 

the clause, sometimes referred to as verb raising (Zobl & Liceras, 1994:173f). 

Main verbs, on the other hand, ‘stay in situ’ (Ionin & Wexler, 2002:116), and the 

inflectional affix receives a less prominent position in the clause, both in the 

simple present and the simple past (Zobl & Liceras, 1994:173f). The different 

positions in the clause can be seen in examples (6’) and (6’’): 

 

(6’) the lion is going down 
(6’’) the lion goes down 
 

Verb raising seems to come across as the unmarked form, and, because of the 

slightly more prominent position in the clause, it is argued to be the form that 

tends to be associated with morphological agreement by L2 learners (Zobl & 

Liceras, 1994:173). Affixation or affix-lowering, on the other hand, is both 

marked and less conspicuous, appearing at a later, less preferred position in the 

clause (Zobl & Liceras, 1994:176; Ionin & Wexler, 2002:116). Because of this 

low-profile position, Ionin and Wexler argue, learners appear to be less aware 

of the need for morphological agreement.  

5.2.2.2 Lexical aspect 

In 5.1.1, grammatical aspect was presented as a way of indicating the degree of 

completion in verb events. However, every individual verb carries in it a non-

grammatical relation to time, a relation that is referred to as lexical aspect (also 

called Aktionsart) and deals with inherent semantic values of the verb. Based on 

these inherent semantic values, Vendler (1957) divided verbs into four semantic 

groups, reflecting whether they express duration, dynamics, possible endpoint 

or a combination of these (Shirai, 2002:455). Figure 5.1 illustrates these 

categories, as based on an unpublished lecture by Andersen (Shirai, 2002:455). 
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Stative verbs, like love, contain and know, describe a state and are therefore 

continuous and lack a natural end point. Activity verbs, like run, walk and play, 

are dynamic, durable and inherently lack an end point. Accomplishment verbs 

are dynamic and durable, like activity verbs, but in combination with certain 

nouns they can denote an end point, seen e.g. in make a chair and walk to school. 

Achievement verbs are non-durable, and their meaning is an end point in itself, 

like in die, drop and win. 
 

State _____________________ love, contain, know 

Activity ~~~~~~~~~~~ run, walk, play 

Accomplishment ~~~~~~~~~~x make a chair, walk to school 

Achievement                                       x die, drop, win the race 

Figure 5.1 Schematic representation of the semantic categorisation of verbs, where 
_______

 
stands for state and duration, ~~~~ for dynamics and duration and x for end point (Shirai, 
2002:455). 

 

In relation to the semantic categorisation of verbs, Shirai (2002:457) 

describes what has been called the prototype theory (Andersen, 1991:310ff; 

Andersen & Shirai, 1994:134; Shirai & Andersen, 1995). It has its roots in 

Rosch’s (1975:198) work on word meaning (see 4.2.1), which here is applied to 

grammatical morphology. Although applied to a different linguistic field, it is 

suggested that the acquisitional pattern is the same, namely that within a 

grammatical category there is a range of members, some being more similar to a 

prototypical ideal than others. In a learning situation, the prototype theory 

suggests that prototypical members of a verb category are easier to understand 

and thus, they are the first to be mastered. When proficiency increases, the 

acquisition of less prototypical cases follows. Consequently, certain verbs are 

more likely than others to trigger a specific tense or aspect (Shirai, 2002:457f). 

For instance, a prototypical member of the past tense is non-durative, non-

stative and has an endpoint, which exactly matches the inherent properties of 

achievement verbs, like die, drop and win. Thus, the category of achievement 

verbs, to a larger extent than the other verb categories, triggers the formation of 

past tense forms in learner language. Quite the opposite is found in the 

prototypical present tense (Housen, 2002:187): verbs that are mastered early in 

the present tense are durative, stative and lack an endpoint. Consequently, the 

present tense is likely to be activated with stative verbs, such as love, contain and 

know, which have the matching set of inherent properties. The prototypical 

progressive is non-stative and has no endpoint, which correlates well with 
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lexically durative activity verbs such as run, walk and play. Bardovi-Harlig 

(1992:273) describes how L2 learners may be tempted to add the –ing form to 

such verbs even in contexts where it is not called for. In all, the general pattern 

seems to be that L2 learners tend to use tense-aspect morphology mostly for 

prototypical verbs (Andersen, 1990:21f; Andersen & Shirai, 1994:152). 

In studies on the acquisition of L2 tense-aspect morphology, acquisitional 

patterns have been linked to lexical aspect and formed what has been referred 

to as the Aspect Hypothesis. A recent version is presented below: 

 

1. Learners initially use (perfective) past marking on achievement and 
accomplishment verbs, eventually extending use to activity and state verbs.  

2. In languages that encode the perfective/imperfective distinction 
morphologically, imperfective past appears later than perfective past, and 
imperfective past marking begins with stative and activity verbs, then 
extends to accomplishment and achievement verbs. 

3. In languages that have progressive aspect, progressive marking begins with 
activity verbs, then extends to accomplishment and achievement verbs.  

(Shirai, 2002:456) 
 

Rohde (2002:216), on the other hand, suggests that instead of engaging in 

discussions about the aspect hypothesis, we should rather speak of an aspectual 

effect, which varies in strength in accordance with factors such as input quality 

and quantity and learning situation and duration as well as with various learner 

internal factors. 

Native speakers, however, stand above the restrictions of any kind of 

aspectual effects. Shirai (2002:458) illustrates this through the example of the 

progressive form which can be used not only for action in progress, e.g. I was 

walking, but also for cases of habituality, e.g. I was walking to school those days. 

Habituality often poses problems for L2 learners, who tend to prefer the simple 

present tense even in an obligatory past context (Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds, 

1995:118f). Consequently, as is concluded by Noyau (2002:123), less 

prototypical combinations of tense and inherent semantic properties are tokens 

of native speaker and advanced learner productions. 

5.2.2.3 Text structures from a discourse perspective 

During the process of writing, tense choices are made continuously. The writer 

has to keep up the temporal stance, i.e. the balance between being based in the 

foreground and at the same time making references to the time frames of 
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different background sequences of the text (see 5.1.2 for a discussion on 

foreground and background). Each time frame involves a choice of tense and 

possibly calls for a tense shift. For learners, however, this can be problematic as 

they have to make use of what is an emerging knowledge of verbal morphology. 

Therefore, all writers do not necessarily use a different tense from the one in 

the foreground. In narratives by lower-level learners for instance, all clauses 

may be foreground, and temporality may only be indicated through 

chronological order (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:281). 

In learner texts, tense shifts can appear to be arbitrary and non-nativelike, 

although not necessarily incorrect. Starting with apparently arbitrary tense 

shifts, Chappell and Rodby (1983:316) found that tense shifts that are not 

supported by contextual cues tend to obscure a text. They found, for example, 

that temporal adverbials serve the important function of making a text clearer 

and enhancing coherence. Thus, when tense shifts are introduced by temporal 

adverbials, readers tend to perceive texts as being much more coherent than if 

no such adverbial is present. Tense shifts that lack the support of adverbials, on 

the other hand, tend to come across as random, making the text unclear and 

ambiguous. For instance, in example (7) (my example) there is a tense shift 

from the simple past into present perfect has had. The shift appears to be 

random, since the sentence would have worked just as well if the simple past 

had been kept up, i.e. if had rather than has had had been used. In example (7’), 

however, the temporal adverbial since then is included, and suddenly the present 

perfect is justified and indeed called for.  

 

(7) She got a bike for her birthday and she has had a lot of fun with it. It 
was a gift from her parents.  
 

(7’) She got a bike for her birthday and since then she has had a lot of fun 
with it. It was a gift from her parents.  
 

Chappell and Rodby (1983:317) argue that while learner writers may be aware 

of the interdependence of time adverbials and tense shifts, they nevertheless 

tend to assume that the reader will know what they mean, and therefore leave 

out time adverbials and produce ambiguous texts. Consequently, in Chappell 

and Rodby’s opinion, tense problems are not only related to learners’ target 

language proficiency, but also to learners’ ability to function as good writers 

(Chappell & Rodby, 1983:317). In effect, this shows that the use of tense goes 

beyond grammatical skill and is in part a discourse strategic skill (Eriksson, 
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2004). Learners simply have to grasp the actual use of tenses to be able to 

produce narratives that work from a discourse perspective.  

Other tense problems that are likely to surface in learner texts concern 

coherence. It has been suggested that learner writers have to devote a lot of 

energy to e.g. verb form and spelling, which tends to make them lose focus of 

coherence and the overall message of their texts (Chappell & Rodby, 1983:317). 

Bardovi-Harlig (1992:267) confirms this in her study of learners’ tense choices 

in a cloze test made up of a text passage with missing verb forms. She found 

that especially low-proficiency learners sometimes tended to lose focus on the 

tense required by “global discourse cues” and instead let themselves be 

influenced by “local cues”. Bardovi-Harlig exemplifies this finding by learners’ 

attempts at completing the sentence The women of my grandmother’s generation 

usually _____ home and had little entertainment by inserting a form of stay. Although 

global discourse cues point to the simple past stayed as the proper tense form, 

there was a tendency for learners to choose the simple present stay as a result of 

being misled by the local cue of habitual aspect signalled by the adverb usually. 

To Klein (1993:74), among others, these kinds of conscious but still erroneous 

choices led to the conclusion that language acquisition in general involves the 

creation of an interlanguage in which linguistic knowledge is organised within a 

system and does not consist of a set of randomly stored forms. Unless 

fossilisation occurs, such a system will be continually influenced by internal and 

external factors such as cognitive processes, learning conditions and the nature 

of the target and source languages (Klein, 1993:74). 

5.2.3 Tense shift 

Consequently, when writers are making verb form choices there are many 

aspects that need to be considered, and at times they are likely to make the 

wrong choice. As argued by Chappell and Rodby (1983:309), in L2 writing 

tenses sometimes appear to have been chosen arbitrarily and tense shifts to 

have occurred at random. As a result of this, texts tend to become ambiguous 

with reduced comprehensibility as a result. They also found that verb errors 

were more likely to occur in contexts that call for tense shift, such as 

backgrounding (Chappell & Rodby, 1983:310f). Based on learner narratives, 

Evensen studied tense shift (Evensen, 1987; Albrechtsen et al. 1991:81f). 

Having a text perspective where verb forms are analysed on contextual 

grounds, he distinguished between “unmotivated breaks”, defined as shifts 



 

72 

caused by an arbitrary “mixing of tenses” and “motivated breaks”, defined as 

coherently motivated shifts (Evensen, 1987:57; Albrechtsen et al., 1991:81f). If, 

for example, a narrative in the simple past contains a text section that is 

functionally different from the main text, e.g. a flashback or a piece of dialogue 

within a narrative, that text section is not bound to be held in the simple past. 

Such shifts from the original verb form sequence, if made into the correct 

tense, were considered motivated tense shifts. In a small-scale study (n=9), 

Evensen studied tense shift in L2 writing (Albrechtsen et al., 1991). He showed 

that the number of motivated tense shifts was positively correlated with skill 

level. Shifts that were not made correctly were considered unmotivated and 

their number was negatively correlated with skill level (Albrechtsen et al., 

1991:82). The classification of motivated tense shift used in Albrechtsen at al. is 

described by Evensen (1987:56ff). Accordingly, motivated tense shifts can 

occur in the following cases:8 

 

(1) direct speech, e.g.: She said: Yes I will marry you. 
 
(2) hypothetic statements, e.g.: It looks like they might fit together. 
 
(3) the conditional, e.g.: ...he would probably never have seen what was front and 
back on her if he hadn’t been able to guess that through the direction in which she 
talked. 
 
(4) “flashbacks”, e.g.: Old Mr. Bond went looking for the spy as soon as he had 
gulped down his seventh double Scotch. 
 
(5) literary ellipse, e.g.: When they have been married for a couple of weeks, Mr 
Smith starts to complaining of his wifes long dark hair. 
 
(6) narrative present, e.g.: Ron was a very sad man. He has lost his wife for three 
years ago. Now he lived in a small town called Bexhill. It’s a very fine day in April. 
The sun is shining and it’s very hot. Ron is walking on the street, when he suddenly see 
a girl in front of him with very long hair. 9 
 
(7) generic statements, e.g.: Hayes just resigned. He’s our chancellor. 
 

                                                 
8
 The origin of most examples are pointed out in Evensen (1986: 47, 66): while the origin of (4) 

remains unclear, (7) is from Mann & Thompson and (8) from Labov. The remaining examples are all 
from learner texts collected by Linnarud. 
9 In Evensen (1986: 67), it is pointed out that has lost in the second sentence is a result of tense 

mixing.  
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(8) meta-comments, e.g.: And you know the man who picked me out of the water? 
He’s a detective in Union City. And I see him now and again. 
(from Evensen, 1987:56ff) 

 

With a reference to Fleischman (1985), Evensen classifies the switch from 

unmarked past to marked present that occurs in (6) as narrative present. 

Indeed, Fleischman (1985:869, 855) does identify foregrounding as being made 

by means of switches into the narrative present. However, as her study was 

based on a 13th century oral text in Old French, narrative present turns out to 

be a less suitable category for written texts in contemporary learner English. 

Two reasons for this can be found in Fleischman’s argumentation. Firstly, she 

points out that grounding, in her opinion, is language exclusive, made according 

to the structures available in each language (Fleischman, 1985:872, 869). While 

grounding was not feasible within the past system of Old French, one solution 

was to achieve the desired effect by means of tense switching instead. In 

present-time English, however, grounding can be achieved within the system of 

both the past and the present. Secondly, Fleischman points out that oral texts 

need not rely on grammar to the same extent as written texts do, since the 

latter, by necessity, have to be decoded in a solely linguistic context 

(Fleischman, 1985:864f). In all, it is my opinion that in studies of written texts, 

the historic present would be a more suitable tense shift classification, referring 

to past time events in the present tense in order to make a passage more vivid 

(Biber et al., 1999:454). This also means that classification into a 

narrative/historic present category cannot be done automatically, but that some 

kind of judgement about the dramatic effect achieved is called for. 

Although tense shifts may be motivated, there can still be differences 

between the tense shift patterns in learner and native speaker texts. Eriksson 

(2001:14) saw a tendency towards such a difference in native and non-native 

writers’ argumentative texts. He noted that in the case of advanced learners, 

shifts between the past and present time-spheres tended to be between the 

simple past and the simple present, whereas native speakers tended to make 

such shifts with the help of the present perfect and would. Eriksson describes 

the native speaker choices as being less conspicuous, since the preferred forms 

work as a bridge between the two time-spheres. In the case of the present 

perfect, the bridge would be its two verb forms, one in the present and one in 

the past, as in has had. In the case of would, there is only one single verb form, 

but it works as a bridge in that this form is used in both time-spheres, in the 

present sphere as the present conditional and in the past sphere as the past 
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conditional and the future in the past. Eriksson’s results, however, were based 

on a very small sample of only four essays.  

Another difference between learner and native speaker use of motivated 

tense shift has been found in the use of extra-textual references in the form of 

meta-comments. Since meta-comments are made in a present-time framework, 

they involve tense shifts when used in narratives with a simple past foreground. 

One way of making meta-comments is by introducing them by I think, an 

approach that quite naturally opens up for the writer’s reflections. Aijmer 

(2001) compared the occurrence of I think in native and non-native 

argumentative texts. What she found was an overuse of I think among Swedish 

learners of English. Aijmer attributed this tendency partly to learners’ intention 

of being persuasive while not mastering subtler tools for it. Partly, she saw the 

overuse as being cultural, reflecting a Swedish tendency to allow learners to give 

voice to their personal opinions. In effect, though, this means that not all 

motivated tense shifts are necessarily native-like and desirable.  

This chapter has given a background to my study on L2 learners’ use of 

tense shift. The use of tense and aspect as indicators of time references was 

accounted for, as well as previous studies on the use of tense and aspect in 

learner language, in context and in discourse. 
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6 Material and methods  

In this chapter I will present the procedures in collecting, selecting and dealing 

with the material that served as the basis for my study. I will comment on the 

participating schools and the informants, present the ethical considerations that 

were made, give an outline of the compositions and the questionnaire and 

describe the methods of analysis. 

6.1 General description of the study 

The primary aim of this study was to examine whether there is a positive 

correlation between the use of English as the instruction medium on the one 

hand and proficiency in written learner English on the other. Deciding 

students’ levels of proficiency is complicated, since proficiency is a multi-

faceted concept, and a number of different approaches would be possible. 

However, since vocabulary building has traditionally been central in foreign 

language study, and unaided productive vocabulary knowledge has been 

positively correlated with general language proficiency in earlier studies (Schmitt 

& Meara, 1997:28), vocabulary use was one area I chose to focus on. The other 

area was the use of tense, which has been found to be an important feature in 

estimations of L2 learners’ writing skills (Vaughan, 1991:114). 

The study was carried out in Sweden, and was based on a comparison of 

compositions written by students in upper secondary school, aged 16 at the 

beginning of the study. The participants were either students at one of the 

national three-year programmes (hereafter referred to as NP), where Swedish 

was used as the medium of instruction and English was taught as a subject only, 

or they were enrolled at the two-year International Baccalaureate Diploma 

Programme (IB), described in 2.2.2. For these students, the IB diploma 

programme represented a form of late, total immersion.  

The obvious approach would have been to carry out the study during the 

two-year IB Programme. However, all students attending the IB Diploma 

Programme were required to attend a one-year Pre-IB class, designed as an 

English-instructed preparatory (Pre-IB) class, following upon their ninth year in 

school. The IB Programme spanned school years eleven and twelve. As it was 

essential that both groups started off with similar educational backgrounds in 

English, it appeared to be a better solution for the study to follow immediately 

upon compulsory school, which is the reason for its spanning years ten and 
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eleven. The study was longitudinal, which in this case means that the 

informants produced written material on three occasions. Approximately eleven 

months passed between the first and the second occasion, and another eight to 

nine months between the second and the third. Between the first and the 

second composition, a questionnaire was administered. Figure 6.1 illustrates the 

collection of the material. 

 

 
Figure 6.1 Collection of material 

6.2 Participants 

Participation in this study was entirely voluntary. However, it could not be ruled 

out that some of the subjects would leave their class during this longitudinal 

study. Because my aim was to base the study on a large enough number of 

subjects to be able to make generalisations, a sizeable number of students had 

to be approached at the initial stage. Sections 6.2.1-6.2.3 focus on the processes 

involved in the selection of schools and students.  

6.2.1 Participating schools 

At the time I began collecting my material (in 2001), there were 24 Swedish 

upper secondary schools that offered the IB programme.10 Out of these, I 

decided to approach only schools in the southern parts of Sweden (i.e. south of 

the river Dalälven), which would make it possible for me to be physically present 

during the various stages of the collection of the material. In order to avoid 

possible effects of differences in setting, schools in big cities and rural areas 

were excluded. Lastly, in an attempt to obtain students from roughly similar 

educational and socio-economic backgrounds, only schools in college or 

university towns were selected. 

                                                 
10

 At the time of writing (2008), there were 30 schools offering the IB diploma programme in Sweden. 

Questionnaire, 
year 10,  
spring  

Composition 2, 
year 11, 
autumn 

Composition 3, 
year 11, 
spring 

Composition1, 
year 10, 
autumn 
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There were 10 schools that matched the requirements above, and in 

August 2001 they were approached with a preliminary description of the study 

and an invitation to participate (Appendix 1). Two schools agreed to take part: 

school A, with two Pre-IB classes and eight classes at different national three-

year programmes and school B, with one class of Pre-IB students. The other 8 

schools all rejected my invitation to participate. Whether these were decisions 

made by the headmasters, the teachers concerned or the students themselves 

was never stated. In any case, as a consequence of these restrictions and 

rejections, the participating schools may not be representative of the entire 

population.  

During the collection of the first set of compositions, it became clear that 

there was an unexpectedly low rate of participation among the NP students (see 

6.2.2). Therefore, at a somewhat later stage, NP students from a third school 

(C) were asked to participate. According to figures from the school year 

2001/2002, schools A and B were of a similar size, both with approximately 

1,250 students, while school C had nearly 2,000 students.  

6.2.2 Informants 

From school A, there were informants both from the IB programme (IBA) and 

the national programmes (NPA). The informants from school B all attended 

the IB programme (IBB) and the informants from school C were all enrolled in 

one of the national programmes (NPC). 

In order to be able to make a comparison between the two groups, it was 

essential that the informants should have a similar amount of English courses. 

At the time of the study, three English courses were offered in Swedish upper 

secondary school: the A, B and C courses, which, in terms of the Common 

European Framework of Reference Levels correspond to the independent user 

levels B1 (the A course) and B2 (the B and C courses) (Council of Europe, no 

date:26f; Skolverket, 2007a; 2007b; 2007c). The first two courses, A and B, were 

compulsory at some programmes, and IB students took them both during their 

pre-IB year. As to the NP students, only students at those national programmes 

where the A and B courses were compulsory were approached. However, there 

was still a difference between the two groups, since the national programmes 

only offered one course a year. In effect, this means that while the IB 

informants took the B course already during year ten, the NP informants did 

not take it until year eleven. The C course could not be offered to IB students, 
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since at the time when it could have been taken, the students were already 

following the syllabus of the IB diploma programme. At the national 

programmes the C course was optional and offered during year twelve, thus 

outside the time span of this study. 

 
Table 6.1 Participation rates 

 Approached 
(approx.) 

Agreed Agreed/ 
approached 

Completed Completed/
agreed 

IBA 60 41 68% 30 73% 

IBB 30 24 80% 13 54% 

Total IB 90 65 72% 43 66% 

NPA 240 89 37% 72 81% 

NPC 90 76 84% 52 68% 

Total NP 330 165 50% 124 75% 

All 420 230 55% 167 73% 

 

As is shown in Table 6.1, at an initial stage approximately 420 students were 

approached and asked to take part in the study. About half of them agreed to 

participate and in the end, three fourths of them actually completed all four 

parts of the study. If the students from the IB programme are considered 

separately from the students from the NP programmes, it turns out that the IB 

students were more willing to take part than the NP students, since almost 

three fourths of them complied, as compared to only half of the NP students. 

However, among those who complied, the ratio of those who completed all 

parts of the study was lower among the IB students than the NP students. As 

far as the four subgroups are concerned, the NPA students were the least 

willing to take part, but once they had agreed, the NPA participants had the 

highest completion rate. The NPC students, on the other hand, had the highest 

ratio of agreement. However, when the last composition was to be written, two 

entire classes of NPC students were not allowed to participate by their teacher 

due to a shortage of class time. There was thus a high drop-out rate in the NP 

group. Just like the NPC students, a large number of the IBB students agreed to 

take part in the study, but because of studies abroad combined with a 

decreasing interest in participating, the drop-out rate of the IBB participants 

turned out to be the highest of all the groups. The IBA students were rather 

reluctant to participate in the first place, and because of studies abroad and 

programme switches, the completion rate turned out to be moderate. In terms 

of the representativeness of the participating students, it cannot be ruled out 

that it was the weakest students who refused to participate or dropped out. If 

that were the case, it would make those who actually participated less 

representative of the entire population. On the other hand, the NP students in 
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this study are among the most proficient ones in their class anyway, due to a 

selection process that will be described below.  

6.2.3  Selection of NP informants 

In the end, 43 IB students who had completed the four parts of the study 

remained, compared to 124 NP students. The next step was to form an NP 

group that resembled the IB group as much as possible at the beginning of the 

study. This was done with the help of a diagnostic test which was taken by all 

students (from Springboard 1, Gustafsson & Peterson, 1995). The test is 

designed as a multiple-choice test, covering phrases, vocabulary, grammar and 

prepositions and is intended to give an overall measure of each individual’s 

proficiency. In the A and C schools the diagnostic test was taken during the 

very first week of the autumn term in year ten, on the initiative of the teachers 

themselves. I therefore only had to administer the test to the IBB students, who 

took it in the middle of that same term, just before they wrote their first 

composition. Hence, it cannot be ruled out that these extra weeks caused the 

IBB students’ results to be slightly higher, which in fact they were.  

Based on the results of this diagnostic test, 43 NP students with 

approximately the same proficiency levels as the IB students were selected. Not 

only mean and median values on the test were considered but, as far as 

possible, the spread within the groups was kept equal as well. Moreover, 43 

students in the IB group had completed the four parts of the study, but as only 

42 of them had done the diagnostic test, one NP student who had not done the 

test was included in the NP group in order to increase comparability. As can be 

seen in Table 6.2, the result was an NP group consisting of the same number of 

informants as the IB group (42), with the same median value on the diagnostic 

test (86.5, max. 100) but a somewhat lower mean value and standard deviation. 

The reason for this discrepancy is that, in spite of a more or less identical range 

(70 – 96 (NP)/97 (IB)), there was a smaller number of NP students who scored 

over 90. The difference in mean values was not statistically significant 

(p=0.426). 

 
Table 6.2 Scores on the diagnostic test  

 median 
value 

mean 
value 

s.d. maximum 
score 

n 

IB 86.5 86.2 7.6 100 42 

NP 86.5 85 6.2 100 42 
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A comparison of the latest grades in English, as reported in the questionnaire, 

confirms the similarity of the two groups. They both had a grade point average 

of 3.6, where 3 was the value given to the grade pass with distinction, and 4 the 

value given to the grade pass with special distinction, the highest grade available at 

the time of this study. None of the participants had a grade below pass with 

distinction. 

Whereas the two groups were highly similar as to size and results on the 

diagnostic test, they differed greatly in their distribution according to sex. In the 

IB group, there were only 5 males (12%) compared to 38 females (88%), which 

reflects a tendency of there being a majority of females in CLIL programmes at 

upper secondary school (Nixon: 2001:25). Among the 124 NP students, on the 

other hand, there were more males than females. Consequently, while selecting 

NP students, when there was more than one NP informant available whose test 

results matched those of an IB student, I chose a female student. In those cases 

where this was not possible, I made a random selection. I ended up with an NP 

group consisting of 21 males (49%) and 22 females (51%). Still, the NP and IB 

groups were disparate in that the number of male and female students was 

different. Due to this disparity, straightforward gender comparisons between 

the two groups could not be made, and it cannot be ruled out that gender 

differences influenced the results.  

Table 6.3 shows that among the NP students, a slightly larger number 

came from school A. The skewness between the schools is due to the simple 

fact that there were more NP students at school A who completed all four parts 

of the study than there were at school C. 

 
Table 6.3 Distribution of NP students 

 NPA NPC Total 

Informants 25 18 43 

 58% 42% 100% 

 

Table 6.4 shows that in comparison, the skewness was even greater among the 

IB students. In this group, two thirds came from school A.  

 
Table 6.4 Distribution of IB students 

 IBA IBB Total 

Informants 30 13 43 

 70% 30% 100% 

 

Out of the 86 participating students, only one, an IB student, had a first 

language other than Swedish, namely a non-germanic language. Among the 

remaining 85 there were 14 who considered themselves bilingual, 5 NP students 
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and 9 IB students. One of them, an IB student, considered herself a Swedish-

English bilingual. 

6.3 Ethical considerations  

Approximately one month before the first composition was to be written, I 

sent a parent consent form including a brief presentation of the study 

(Appendix 2) to the guardian of each potential participant at schools A and B. 

However, a low initial response frequency led to the major part of the students 

having to be approached without the guardians having given their consent to 

their children’s participation. Participants were thus recruited both among 

students whose guardians had given an affirmative answer and students whose 

guardians had not yet responded. On two additional occasions I sent out parent 

consent forms to guardians who had not yet answered or who had missed to 

tick the “yes” or “no” boxes on the return slip. With the help of the students 

concerned, at the time of the filling in of the questionnaire a fourth letter was 

forwarded to the guardians who had still not responded. 

With the intention of keeping conditions similar, I introduced the study 

briefly in Swedish to all the students, along with an invitation to ask questions. 

At this point, the students received a consent form (Appendix 3), where they 

were asked to state whether they wanted to participate or not. Since school C 

was included at a somewhat later stage, the NPC students were approached 

prior to their guardians. In those cases where students agreed to take part 

without their guardians having yet responded, I stored the compositions until 

the guardians had had a chance to respond to the fourth letter. After that, I 

discarded the compositions of the students who were not given consent to 

participate.  

During the collection of the material it was important that the participants 

remained anonymous. Therefore, since it was necessary to determine which 

compositions and which questionnaire to attribute to which student, each 

student was given a code. The different codes were noted on the handouts with 

the topic and instructions for how to write the compositions as well as on the 

questionnaire. Additionally, each one of these handouts and questionnaires was 

fitted with a small strip of paper with the name of the student that had been 

given that particular code. The participants were instructed to remove the 

nametag and to write their code on each sheet of paper handed in. Thus, none 
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of the productions carry their originator’s name and I am the only person able 

to decode and identify the participants.  

Within each group of students (IBA, NPA, IBB and NPC), the potential 

participants were all assigned a number randomly. Along with references to 

programme and school, this number made up an individual code. One possible 

code would be “IBA 2”, where “IB” refers to an IB student, “A” to school A 

and “2” to the individual within that group who had been given the number 2. 

Each code was used for the same individual throughout the study. 

6.4 Material 

There are a number of established tests of written proficiency that could have 

been used for a comparison between traditional foreign language learners and 

immersion students. Still, it was my intention to study the students’ free written 

production, and I therefore decided to base my study on L2 compositions. 

However, it has to be pointed out that a small number of compositions can by 

no means capture the entire proficiency of an L2 writer, or any writer, for that 

matter. Rather, the compositions illustrate L2 writers’ use of vocabulary and 

tense, in a context that they themselves had a great deal of freedom in creating. 

The questionnaire that was distributed was designed to provide background 

information on each student.  

6.4.1 Compositions 

As mentioned above, when the first composition was written the students were 

at the beginning of the A-course in English. At that level, the syllabus aims 

regarding writing proficiency were that the students should be able to “express 

themselves in order to give information, instructions and arguments, and to 

express feelings and values as well as be able to revise and improve their written 

production /my translation/” (Skolverket, 2007a). That level best corresponds 

to level B1 in the Common European Framework of Reference Levels, a stage 

at which students are described as ‘independent users’ and expected to manage 

the writing of “simple connected texts on topics that are familiar or of personal 

interest” (Council of Europe, no date:26). The form of written production that 

appeared most suitable for a study on students currently at this proficiency level 

was narratives, since that is a form that is well known to most people. Another 
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reason for choosing narratives was that this form of writing could not be 

considered to give an unfair advantage to any of the groups. Using another 

form of writing, like argumentative writing, would have given an advantage to 

the IB students, since it is frequently used on the IB programme.  

The topics for the three narratives were intended to be as open as 

possible, with an imaginary subject matter. This would give the students an 

opportunity to direct their composition into an area of their own liking. There 

were two reasons for this. First, it would hopefully make the students 

comfortable enough to write at some length. Secondly, it would enable them to 

use a range of vocabulary that was familiar to them. It cannot be ruled out, 

however, that an imaginary topic could have been a disadvantage to some 

students.  

The compositions had the following titles and were written at the times 

stated below:  

 

autumn, year 10:  While being hypnotized, I suddenly remembered one of 
my past lives  

early autumn, year 11: How I came to meet one of the most well-known  
 people on earth  
late spring, year 11:  How an unexpected event made me remember one of 

the most remarkable episodes of my life  
 

There were no restrictions as to the time and place of the setting of the 

compositions. The topics resembled each other in two ways: they were in the 

first person and they all implied that the narrator remembered an exciting event. 

The reason for the use of the first person was that it is a narrative type where it 

is likely that the writer will include background passages (see 5.1.2). Likewise, 

writing about two (more or less) separate events, one leading to the other, 

might trigger opportunities for shifts between foreground and background in 

the narrations. This feature was more pronounced in the first and the third 

topics than in the second topic. 

All the compositions were written in class, and the students were given 70 

minutes to complete them. In some cases, however, the time span had to be 

reduced to 60 minutes because of shorter class time, or, for the first 

composition, due to the fact that the information about the study took up some 

of the writing time. This might of course have influenced the length of the 

compositions negatively, but on a whole, there were only a very few cases 

where students did not complete the tasks within the given time frame. The 

only instruction given to the participants was to write exhaustively, but no 
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limitations as to the number of words were specified. The participants were not 

allowed to use dictionaries or grammars, nor any other form of help. However, 

it cannot be ruled out that there may have been an occasional exchange of 

information between students.  

The compositions were handed in directly to me, and the teachers 

concerned did not get access to them. This was done in order to prevent self-

conscious students from refusing to participate, but it might at the same time 

have made some students less motivated to perform well. 

Together, the 258 compositions constituted a corpus of 126,000 running 

words, 56,500 written by the NP students and 69,500 by the IB students. 

Overall, the average number of words per composition was 489. The average 

IB composition consisted of 540 words, and the average NP composition of 

438. 

In schools A and C, I collected the material myself. In school B, the 

English teacher handled the administration. When a student was absent on the 

day of collection, he or she was given the option of writing the composition on 

another occasion. The conditions, however, remained the same in all three 

schools. 

6.4.2 Questionnaire 

A questionnaire, consisting of two parts, was distributed at the end of the 

spring semester of the first year (Appendix 4). In the first part the informants 

were asked about what languages they knew, their exposure to English, and 

their use of English. In the second part they were asked about their attitudes to 

a number of statements, mainly regarding motivation and learning strategies. 

The questions were based on Gardner et al., 1999; Mc Donough, 1986; Noels 

et al., 2000:84f; Wen & Johnson, 1997:44f; Brown, 1987:115ff; Hayashi, 1997; 

and Green & Oxford, 1995. 

The participants were informed of the structure and content of the 

questionnaire and about the interpretation of the Likert scale11 in the second 

part. Moreover, with reference to the second part they were instructed not to 

reflect too long on their attitude to the statements, but rather to give the answer 

that first came to mind. The term hemspråk (home-language), a school subject 

                                                 
11

 The Likert scale is used in a type of survey question where respondents are asked to rate the level 
at which they agree or disagree with a given statement. For example: I believe I will be able to 
complete my studies without any difficulties Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree”  /my 
translation/ (Bell, 1993:138f ) 



 

85 

available to students with a first language other than Swedish, was also 

explained to them. The students were encouraged to ask questions. 

The questionnaire was filled in during part of a lesson and there were no 

time restrictions. Most students needed about 20 minutes to complete it. As 

with the compositions, I was the one who administered the questionnaires in 

schools A and C. In school B it was again the English teacher who administered 

the questionnaire, with a request to give the class the same instructions and 

clarifications that I had given to the other students. In cases where students 

were absent, they were given the possibility to fill in the questionnaire on 

another occasion. In all schools, the second round was administered by the 

English teachers, who had been requested to give the students the instructions 

and clarifications mentioned above.  

6.5 Methods of analysis 

This section describes how I chose to analyse my material. In terms of the 

compositions, my approach to vocabulary quality will be discussed in 6.5.1 and 

my approach to tense shift in 6.5.2. The questionnaire will be briefly dealt with 

in 6.5.3. In 6.5.4 I will define my statistical approaches and how I divided the 

two groups of students into smaller groups depending on the results of a 

proficiency test.  

6.5.1 Quality of the productive vocabulary 

The compositions represent part of the learners’ productive vocabulary. That 

vocabulary was evaluated in order to establish what I will refer to as vocabulary 

quality. This section begins with a description of how the word count was done, 

followed by a description of how the frequency of the lexical items in the 

compositions was established. Lastly, there is a description of the measurement 

of vocabulary quality that was used in this study.  

6.5.1.1 Word count 

The word count in the compositions was manual and undertaken on the basis 

of word lists, compiled with the help of Wordsmith Tools. The word lists were 
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then used in conjunction with the texts and the vocabulary was examined on 

the level of lemmas. As mentioned in 4.1, a lemma can be defined as a set of 

lexical forms having the same root and belonging to the same word class. The 

range of lexical forms included in a lemma are inflected forms, reduced forms 

(e.g. ‘re in we’re) and variant spellings of words (colour and color). In cases of 

morphological irregularities I was influenced by Bauer & Nation’s (1993:258ff) 

suggestion that as the level of proficiency increases, even morphologically 

complex inflections are stored with the basic lemma word (see the discussion in 

4.1). In accordance with this view, I disregarded the absence of form relation 

and classified words with suppletive inflection as parts of their headwords. 

Consequently, e.g. be, am, are, is, was, were, being and been all count as one lemma 

and so do e.g. child, child’s, children and children’s and good, better and best. I chose 

not to use the concept of word families, since the frequency of the derived 

forms within a word family might differ from the frequency of their headwords. 

Derivational affixes were thus regarded as components in word formation. 

Contractions such as you’re and couldn’t were treated as two lemmas each – 

you are and could not. In the case of compounds, I took The Collins COBUILD 

English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (2001), henceforth Collins Cobuild (2001), 

as a guide. If a compound could be found as an entry in Collins Cobuild (2001), 

the compound was counted as one lemma. Thus, traffic jam, of course and matter-

of-factly were all considered to be one lexical item. If, on the other hand, no 

entry could be found, the words were treated as separate lemmas. Phrasal verbs 

and prepositional verbs, for instance, have no separate entries and therefore, 

they were counted separately, as verbs and prepositions/adverbs. Words that 

had been erroneously written as two words, like ∗bon fire,12 were corrected and 

counted as if written in the correct way: bonfire. Occasionally, two separate 

words had erroneously been written in one word, such as ∗infront. Such words 

were divided and each word was counted separately (i.e. in + front).  

6.5.1.2 Frequency bands 

The vocabulary in the compositions was analysed on the basis of the frequency 

of occurrence according to the Collins Cobuild (2001). Collins Cobuild is based on 

the Bank of English, which at the time of printing contained around 400 

million words of English (Collins Cobuild, 2001:ixff). The Bank of English 

contains written as well as spoken material, largely from the media, most of 
                                                 
12

 The asterisk (*) represents nonexistent words or erroneous spellings. 
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which was produced in the 1990s. The bulk of the material was produced in 

Britain; yet American texts make up 25% of the Bank of English corpus. Other 

English-speaking countries are also represented (Collins Cobuild, 2001:xiv). Since 

the frequency counts in Collins Cobuild are based on such a large corpus, the 

writers claim that the frequencies they give are based on what they call ‘all 

English usage’. Nonetheless, the frequency information provided is by necessity 

based on the texts in their corpus (Collins Cobuild, 2001:xlii). Therefore, in the 

following paragraph references are to the Bank-of-English corpus, despite the 

fact that the editors of the Collins Cobuild refer to the English language in 

general.  

Based on their frequency in the Bank-of-English corpus, the words in the 

Collins Cobuild have been divided into six groups, the frequency of each word 

indicated by the number of black “diamonds” next to the word entry (2001:xlii). 

The 680 most frequently used words form one of these groups, frequency band 

5, where the words are identified by five diamonds. Words such as the, and, of, to, 

like, go, paper and return belong to frequency band 5. Frequency band 4, marked 

with four diamonds, is made up of the 1,040 second most frequent words. 

Examples of words in this band are argue, bridge, danger, female, obvious and sea. In 

total, frequency bands 5 and 4 comprise 1,720 words, which together make up 

75% of the words in the Bank-of-English corpus. Consequently, it is these 

1,720 words that constitute the high-frequency vocabulary in the Collins Cobuild, 

and it is the proportion of words beyond these most frequent words that I 

measure in this study: the increasingly rare and specialised vocabulary that goes 

‘beyond 1,720’. Part of these low-frequency words are represented in bands 3, 2 

and 1, which together make up 20% of the words in the Bank of English. 

Frequency band 3 contains words such as aggressive, medicine and tactic. Frequency 

band 2 includes even less frequent words, like accuracy, duration and puzzle, while 

frequency band 1 contains the least frequently used words of the five bands, 

e.g. abundant, crossroads and fearless. Although frequency band 5 represents the 

most frequently used words, it contains the smallest number of words. Band 1, 

on the other hand, contains the largest number of words of the five bands. 

Together, the five bands contain 14,600 words, which together make up 95% of 

all the words in the Bank of English. The remaining 5% belong to the sixth 

group of words in the Collins Cobuild classification (Collins Cobuild, 2001:xlii). 

These words are even less frequently used than the words in band 1, and I refer 

to such words as part of an additional “band”, band 0. Consequently, the low-

frequency vocabulary, ‘beyond 1720’, that I measured in this study belongs to 

frequency bands 3, 2 and 1 plus the words in band 0.  
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Names, abbreviations and words not included in Collins Cobuild (2001) 

were not included in the counts. The category of names not only contains 

proper names and geographical names, but also e.g. names of artists and pop 

groups such as Madonna and The Beatles. Trademarks such as Volvo and Jacuzzi 

were also categorised as names. The abbreviation category contains e.g. Mr., 

Dr., TV and NASA. The category of words not included in Collins Cobuild 

(2001) contains non-English words (e.g. ∗wienerwurst), nonexistent words (e.g. 

∗staflies for easels), erroneous verb forms (e.g. ∗putted), and words used in a sense 

not included in Collins Cobuild (2001), e.g. clock when the context reveals that it is 

a watch that is being referred to. The latter two categories were excluded from 

the count because they reveal shortcomings in the writer’s knowledge of 

English words. On the other hand, circumlocutions and misspellings were 

treated with tolerance. In cases where the intended word was detectable, such 

as ∗uhu for uh huh, ∗ourselfs for ourselves, ∗excepted for accepted and tails used instead 

of tales, I corrected the misspelled words and considered them as being part of 

the learners’ vocabulary. Moreover, I chose to categorise a few low-frequent 

affixed words that are not included in the Collins Cobuild into band 0 (e.g. re-

experience and angel-like). 

It should be noted that in the Collins Cobuild, the term word is used for 

several concepts. It is used in the sense of token (Collins Cobuild, 2001:ix, xiv) as 

well as for the concept of word form, where it comprises several word classes, 

such as the noun call and the verb call that together make up one word in the 

Collins Cobuild (2001:xii, xiv). In response to criticism of this policy, Collins 

Cobuild has introduced superheadwords (Collins Cobuild, 2001:xii), where an entry 

has one subsection for each word class, e.g. in the case of mean, where the verb 

belongs to frequency band 5, the adjective to frequency band 2 and the noun to 

band 0. However, the superheadword structure has not been considered 

necessary when there is no meaning change from the headword. Therefore, in 

such cases of word class change (e.g. the noun call and the verb call), derived 

words (e.g. the adverb belatedly derived from the adjective belated) and phrasal 

verbs (e.g. belch out from the verb belch), all related words have been categorised 

in the same frequency band as their superheadword (Collins Cobuild, 2001:xvi).  

6.5.1.3 Measuring low-frequency vocabulary 

In measuring the quality of the students’ productive vocabulary, I was 

influenced by Laufer’s (1995) measurement of beyond 2,000 word families (see 
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4.4.3). However, as pointed out in 6.5.1.1, my measurement is based on lemmas 

rather than word families. Since I measured both high- and low-frequency 

vocabulary, I did not follow Linnarud (1986) who excluded function words. 

This means that both function words, which make up part of the high-

frequency vocabulary, and lexical words were included. As a source of 

information on word frequencies I used Collins Cobuild (2001). The fact that the 

high frequency bands 4 and 5 total 1,720 words means that low-frequency 

vocabulary in my study refers to lemmas with a lower frequency than the most 

frequent 1,720 words. The quality of the productive vocabulary in this study 

was thus measured by establishing the ratio of lemmas ‘beyond 1,720’ in the 

students’ compositions. The following formula was used to calculate the ratio 

of lemmas beyond 1,720, here called Low-Frequency Vocabulary (LFV):13  

 

 Lemmas from frequency bands 3 - 0 100 
LFV  =  ___________________________________________  x ____  
  Total number of lemmas    1 

 

I also determined the proportion of lemmas from frequency bands 1 and 

0, which contain the least frequent words of all bands. I calculated what I refer 

to as the proportion of Very Low-Frequency Vocabulary (VeryLFV) by using the 

following formula: 

 

 Lemmas from frequency bands 1 and 0 100 
VeryLFV = ______________________________________________ x ____ 

 Total number of lemmas 1 
 

This study focused on learner English, whereas the word frequencies in 

the Collins Cobuild (2001) are native speaker oriented, based largely on media 

texts. The result is that some very common vocabulary is underrepresented and 

everyday words may end up being categorised as low-frequency words, like 

breakfast, which belongs to frequency band 3. Moreover, a word like midsummer, 

which for cultural reasons is likely to be acquired early on by Swedish learners 

of English, belongs to frequency band 1. In order to counterbalance these 

shortcomings, the low-frequency vocabulary in the composition passages in 7.3 

was compared to Thorén’s word list of basic learner language and was designed 

from the perspective of young Swedish learners of English (Thorén, 1967). It is 

the same word list that was used by Linnarud (1986) in her measurement of 

                                                 
13

 Please note that all LFV and VeryLFV numbers are ratios. It would have been possible to include 
R (for ratio) in the abbreviations, but as this solution would have made the names even more 
complex, I decided against it. 
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lexical sophistication. Thorén’s word list is somewhat dated, but it is still 

considered sufficiently accurate to serve as the basis for one of the general 

vocabulary tests at some universities in Sweden. Nevertheless, after forty years, 

some words are inevitably a little dated, whereas others, that are common today 

(e.g. computer), were rare when Thorén compiled his list. However, such words 

only constitute a very small part of the total. In his categories, Thorén 

distinguishes between active and passive vocabulary knowledge. Since this study 

deals with language production, I only considered information that concerns 

active knowledge. Moreover, I chose to restructure Thorén’s categories into 

two groups: one containing words that should be introduced up to and 

including year 8, here labelled basic vocabulary, and one containing words that 

should be introduced later, here labelled beyond basic vocabulary.  

6.5.2 Motivated and random tense shift 

As pointed out in chapter 5, the use of tense carries the dual function of 

reflecting both writers’ command of grammar and their ability to create a 

coherent text. How learners handle tense is thus an interesting feature to study. 

In the present study, the focus was on tense shift. The compositions were 

regarded from a text perspective, which means that the compositions were 

studied as they appear to the reader, i.e., the writers’ reasons for using different 

tenses were not in focus. This section will describe how the tense shifts in the 

compositions were classified. 

6.5.2.1 Verb count 

This study investigated learners’ command of tense shift and was inspired by 

Evensen’s exploratory studies (Evensen, 1987:56ff; Albrechtsen et al. 1991:81f). 

However, since Evensen never tested his model on a large set of data, I chose 

to form my own categories for how to count verbs and tense shifts. My reason 

for doing so was to ensure that the text perspective would be kept up, which I 

attempted to do by applying Harder’s tense categories (Harder, 1994:62; 

1996:396), based on the point of reference taken in each text (see also 5.1.1). 

My approach was to deal only with finite verb phrases, more specifically those 

that are marked for tense and/or person. Consequently, the subjunctive (e.g. I 
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was relaxed, if I were to be more relaxed I’d be unconsious! from IBB 1 (1)) 14 and the 

imperative (e.g. Run!) were excluded. The conditional, as in he would walk if he 

could, was also excluded. That means that the tenses represented in this study 

are the present and the past.  

However, as Eriksson (2004:67) argues, it is essential to go beyond a 

binary division into either present or past if the complexity of texts is to be 

given justice. Therefore, the present and the past were regarded as textual 

points of reference, serving as the basis for the formation of other time 

references (Harder, 1994:62; 1996:396). These were the simple present, the 

simple past, the present future, the past future, the present perfect, the past 

perfect, the present future perfect and the past future perfect (see 5.1.1 for 

examples), all of which I chose to classify as tenses.  

As regards verb phrases that are formed with the help of auxiliaries, these 

were dealt with in different ways. The primary auxiliaries have, be and do are part 

of complex verb phrases and, as such, were incorporated in the count. Have, for 

instance, forms two different kinds of finite verb phrases: the present perfect 

(has walked) and the past perfect (had walked), both of which were regarded as 

separate tenses in this study. Their inclusion is important, since functional use 

of the perfect has been linked to later stages of language learning (see Klein, 

1993). Be serves as part of the progressive aspect (am walking) and the passive 

voice (was walked). Do is used to form do-support in negative clauses (They do not 

want to walk.) as well as interrogative clauses (Do they want to walk?) and also to 

give emphasis in declarative statements (They do want to walk). What all of these 

complex verb phrases have in common is that they consist of a finite verb 

followed by one or more non-finite verb forms, and that it is the verb phrase as 

a whole that is regarded as being finite. 

As regards modal and semi-modal auxiliaries, these were excluded from 

the count. There are two exceptions, however. The first one concerns the 

expression of futurity, which was included as a separate tense in this study since 

it adds to the complexity of the text. However, as English has no future tense 

suffix, it is semi-modal be going to and modal will/would, shall/should that serve as 

markers of future tense. In effect, this means that whenever will and would were 

interchangeable with a form of be going to, I interpreted their meaning as future, 

and hence classified the auxiliaries as tense markers. Where a hypothetical 

meaning prevailed, the auxiliaries were excluded from the count. The same goes 

for shall/should when used with a first person subject. The second exception 

regards semi-modals that can be marked for tense and person, such as have to, 

                                                 
14

 Student identification. IBB 1 (1) means IB programme, school B, student 1, composition 1. 
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have got to and be supposed to, which were included. Must, which is close in 

meaning to the semi-modals above was not included since it is marked neither 

for tense nor person. 

6.5.2.2 Classifications of tense shift  

After having identified all finite verb phrases matching the above classification, 

I went through the texts and marked all instances of tense shift. It was the tense 

shift itself that counted, which means that the shift was marked once, regardless 

of whether the new tense occurred in one isolated verb phrase or if it was 

followed by one or more instances of the new tense. Reversions to the default 

tense were not counted. That means that in (1), where the simple past is the 

default tense, only the shift into the past perfect was counted. The reversion to 

the default simple past, in wanted, was not classified as a tense shift. 

 

(1) I didn’t want to tell them about my experience, what I had 
remembered. I wanted to talk to my mum alone about it. [NPC 14 (3)] 
 

Moreover, cases where a tense shift would have been necessary but the writer 

continued using the default tense were also disregarded. The reason for leaving 

such cases out of the count is simply that they are not examples of tense shift. 

One such example can be seen in (2), where simple past died should have been 

replaced by past perfect had died. 

 

(2) ... a police stood and talked to me about a man that died in the forest.  
[IBA 37 (1)] 
 

Since the mere occurrence of tensed verbs does not automatically imply 

functional use, it is necessary to distinguish between functional and 

unfunctional use (Klein, 1994:245). Harder’s (1994:62; 1996:396) tense system 

(see 5.1.1) is very valuable in this context, since it illustrates the possibilities as 

well as the restraints in shifting tenses within the default tense of a narrative. 

Consequently, once the tense shifts had been identified, they were classified as 

either motivated or random. During that procedure, I partly followed Bardovi-

Harlig’s (2000:120f) approach, and distinguished between the tense and the 

form of the verb phrases in question. If there was a tense shift and the form of 

the verb phrase was correct, this was counted as a motivated tense shift, as had 

lived in (3): 



 

93 

(3) It was the same village as my grandfather had lived in for about 60 
years ago. [NPA 109 (2)]  

 

If a tense shift had been made into the wrong tense, it was classified as a 

random tense shift, e.g. smile in (4). Such cases do not necessarily represent 

intentional tense shift, but might as well be the result of spelling errors or 

accidental omission of the past tense suffix. Although a broad category, these 

cases are all verb errors that involve tense mistakes. In the sample compositions 

in 8.3, random tense shifts are marked with an asterisk (*). 

 

(4) I nodded and *smile back at him. [IBB 22 (2)] 
 

Motivated tense shifts with a correct verb phrase rendered 1 point. However, in 

cases where the tense shift was motivated but the verb phrase contained an 

error, the tense shift was counted as 0.5 motivated tense shift, as in *had drove in 

(5). In the sample compositions, such cases are written within square brackets: 

  

(5) I thought about just leaving it all at wons, but my mom, who [had 
drove] me here, had already left. So now I just stood there watching. [IBA 7 
(2)] 
 

This kind of classification also includes e.g. *putted, which in the study on 

vocabulary quality was not regarded as part of the learners’ vocabulary and 

consequently excluded from the count. Here, however, the past tense suffix 

shows that the learner was aware of the need for the past tense of the verb put, 

although s/he was not familiar with its irregular form. Therefore, if *putted were 

used in a motivated tense shift, the attempt would render 0.5 points. 

Example (5) also illustrates that it was only the tense shifts themselves 

that counted. While had driven represents a shift from the default simple past 

into the past perfect, had already left, although different from the default tense 

but the same tense as the preceding verb phrase, was just counted as a finite 

verb phrase. 

Regarding cases where the finite verb, or parts of the finite verb phrase, 

was missing, the following rules were applied: omission of a finite verb phrase, 

exemplified in (6), was classified as a random tense shift.  

 

(6) We *(verb missing, my comment) down to get a cab (...) [IBA 22 (3)] 
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Cases where the auxiliary verb was left out were also regarded as cases of 

omission and classified as random tense shift. An example is given in (7).  

 

(7) When we reached his flat he smiled at me and *telling me not to worry.  

[IBB 16 (1)] 
 

However, the auxiliary may also be part of a preceding progressive or perfective 

verb phrase. In such cases, only the first main verb was counted. One such 

example can be seen in (8), where were laughing was counted while smiling was 

not, since it is part of the preceding verb phrase. 

 

(8) (...) and all these animals (...) were laughing and smiling. [IBA 5 (1)]  

 

In cases where more than one tense was used for the same finite verb phrase, 

that verb phrase was categorized as containing a random tense shift. Such 

misuse indicates a poor understanding of verb phrases and only occurred in 

very few cases, one of them exemplified in (9): 

 

(9) My father was the biggest monkey *I’ve had ever seen. [NPA 184 (1)] 

 

Misspellings were treated with tolerance; as long as it was clear what verb 

the writer intended to use, misspellings were disregarded.  

6.5.2.3 A global text perspective 

Some tense shifts were easy to classify as either motivated or random. At times, 

however, classification was less straightforward. To begin with, it was important 

to identify the default tense of a text. In this study, the default tense was usually 

considered to be the tense that was used at the very beginning of the 

composition, or in the main story. Whenever the default tense was abandoned 

for another tense, a tense shift had occurred.  

In classifying tense shifts, I used a global rather than local approach to the 

texts. This means that tense shifts were analysed from a contextual point of 

view, where it was coherence, first and foremost, that decided whether a tense 

shift was classified as motivated or random. The drawback of such an approach 

is that it inevitably involves a certain amount of subjective judgement about a 

story and its framework. It is nonetheless a sensible approach since it 
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accentuates the links between the use of verb phrases and text coherence. The 

global approach is illustrated in (10), which serves as an introduction to the 

main story of a composition where the simple past is the default tense. 

 

(10) I *have always been dreaming about being rich and famous (...)  
[IBA 39 (1)] 
 

Seen in isolation, the present perfect seems to work. Taking a global 

perspective, however, means that a tense shift must be seen in the context of 

the story as a whole. In doing so, I noted that the writer summed up the story 

in the following way: My jealousy for famous and rich people has disappeared and I feel 

happy and satisfied with my life. The global perspective revealed that at the time of 

writing, the narrator no longer nourished the dream. Consequently, the tense in 

(10) should have been the past perfect (had always been), which is why this must 

be considered a random tense shift. 

6.5.2.4 Direct and indirect speech 

In the compositions on which this study was based, writers tended to shift from 

narration to dialogue, a feature that is likely to cause tense shift from the simple 

past into the simple present. The often diverging time frame of such stretches 

of dialogue makes it necessary to define what I actually regarded as motivated 

tense shift in stretches of conversation in the compositions (see 5.3.2 for a 

discussion on conversation in narratives). In order to simplify the matter, I 

classified as direct speech those stretches of text that were highlighted by e.g. 

quotation marks or a reporting clause like s/he said. Accordingly, although 

quotation marks are missing, No I’m not in No I’m not said Sara and laughed (NPA 

60 (1)) was classified as direct speech. In cases like that, tense shift into the 

simple present (here: I’m) was classified as motivated. In cases where what 

someone says or thinks was reported without overt markers, it was treated as 

indirect speech, which is normally in the same time frame as the surrounding 

text. In indirect speech, a tense shift from the simple past into the simple 

present would be classified as random.  

My classification of indirect speech also included all instances of free 

direct speech, which caused all such shifts into the simple present to be 

classified as random. My reason for doing so was that in a study like this, where 

the compositions were written by learners and not by professional writers who 

might be taking artistic liberties, it seems justifiable to regard overt speech 
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markers as a prerequisite for categorising a tense shift into the simple present of 

direct speech or inner monologue as motivated.  

Within stretches of direct speech or inner monologue, from the point 

where there had been a shift into the simple present, the simple present was 

considered the default tense. This means that in dialogue, tense shifts into the 

simple past were indeed counted, even if that was the original default tense of 

the main story. Since the present tense is the default tense of dialogue, in direct 

speech reversion to the present tense was not counted.  

Reporting clauses, like s/he said, were regarded as reversion to the default 

simple past and, consequently, were not classified as tense shift. If the direct 

speech continued after a break by a statement like s/he said, the occurrence of 

any tense but the original default tense was considered a new tense shift. This is 

illustrated in the following example (from IBB 7 (1)): - This is incredible! [...] the 

doctor said. It is a sensation! (IBB 7 (1)), where the second is was classified as a 

tense shift due to the reversion to the original default tense in the preceding 

said. 

As we have seen, the use of direct speech is likely to trigger tense shift 

from the narration’s past-time framework into the present-time framework. A 

high ratio of motivated tense shift might therefore be the result of the use of 

direct speech. In an attempt to find out whether this was the case, the stretches 

of direct speech in the compositions were thought of as if they had been in 

indirect speech. The way they would have been constructed then was compared 

to the actual version containing direct speech, and the tense shifts that only 

occurred in the stretches of direct speech were classified as a separate group, in 

which tense shift was only attributable to the use of direct speech. In the 

sample compositions in section 8.3, these are marked by [DS]. Sentence (11) 

exemplifies a stretch of direct speech within a narration in the past tense 

framework that contains an instance of tense shift brought about by direct 

speech. 

 

(11) He said: “You are [DS] the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.  
[NPC 19 (1)] 
 

In (11), there are two motivated tense shifts, the first one into the simple 

present and the second one into the present perfect. If the information in (11) 

had been presented as indirect speech, it would probably have been expressed 

like in sentence (11’). 

 

(11’) He said that I was the most beautiful woman he had ever known. 
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Sentence (11’) contains only one motivated tense shift, which is into the past 

perfect. When (11) and (11’) are compared, we find that in have/had known a 

tense shift is necessary in both direct and indirect speech. As regards the copula 

be, however, the two sentences differ. In the indirect speech of (11’), it occurs in 

the simple past of the narration (was) and is not subject to tense shift. In the 

direct speech of (11), the copula occurs in the simple present (are), and is tense 

shifted. Consequently, there is a tense shift only because the writer chose to 

report speech by way of direct speech. Such instances were therefore classified 

as motivated tense shift that is brought about by the use of direct speech [DS]. 

6.5.2.5 Generic statements and meta-comments 

At times, narrators comment on situations outside the text. As mentioned in 

5.1.2.3, this can be done through generic statements and meta-comments. At 

times it can be difficult to classify a comment as being either a generic 

statement or a meta-comment. Therefore, I chose to treat the two as one 

group, both marked [GM] in the sample compositions in section 8.3.  

In their capacity of extra-textual references that reflect on something that 

can be considered a general truth (Quirk et al., 1985:175ff), generic statements 

are usually made in the present tense. Example (12) contains a typical example 

of a generic statement, classified as a motivated tense shift: 

 

(12) As doing all the ordinary things you do [GM] in the morning I felt like 
I watched the person I at the same time was but still had no real control 
over. [IBA 23 (1)] 
 

As mentioned above, meta-comments are extra-textual references where a 

narrator comments on the story, or communicates directly with the reader (see 

e.g. Teufel, 1998:45). Characteristically, meta-comments are made at the time of 

writing, which means that irrespective of default tense, meta-comments are 

based in the present time frame. In example (13), I think is identified as a meta-

comment: 

 

(13) Some years ago, I think [GM] it was some time in the sixties or in the 
seventies, I was drifting around in Asia. [IBA 22 (2)] 
 

In a piece of L2 writing it can sometimes be difficult to determine 

whether a shift into the present tense is indeed meant as such, or if it is simply 
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an error in the form of the verb. My approach to dealing with such cases was to 

look at each text from a global perspective, attempting to determine whether it 

contained some kind of present-time framework that justified the use of the 

simple present. If there was a complete lack of present-time framework, the 

tense shift was categorised as random. The problem is illustrated in example 

(14), where a narrator shifts to the present perfect when describing her attitude 

towards the occult.  

 

(14) Since I have always belived [GM] a little in the ocult, I once decided 
that I was going to be hypnotized. [IBA 32 (1)]  
 

When the composition was studied as a whole, it became apparent that the 

reported attitude was indeed valid at the time of writing, even after the hypnosis 

had taken place. Consequently, the present perfect is appropriate and the tense 

shift was classified as motivated. However, had the context showed that the 

experience had made the narrator change her mind, the past perfect (had 

believed) would have been called for which would have caused the tense shift in 

(14) to be classified as random. 

At times, the classification of tense shifts into either meta-comment or 

random tense shift appears to be not so much a question of right or wrong, but 

rather a scale of appropriate use, involving a certain amount of subjective 

judgement. Inevitably, there were a few cases where I considered it impossible 

to classify a tense shift as either motivated or random. Such tense shifts were 

classified as doubtful cases and they were only included in the overall count of 

finite verbs and otherwise ignored. The number of such cases was very low. 

6.5.2.6 Measuring motivated and random tense shift 

When measuring the ratio of motivated and random tense shift in the 

compositions, the classifications described above were followed. Each 

motivated tense shift counted as 1; however, tense shifts involving a form error 

only counted as 0.5. In order to establish the ratio of Motivated Tense Shift 

(MTSh), I used the following formula:15 

 

 

                                                 
15

 Please note that all MTSh, RTSh and DS MTSh numbers are ratios. It would have been possible 

to include R (for ratio) in the abbreviations, but as this solution would have made the names even 
more complex, I decided against it. 
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 Motivated tense shifts 100 
MTSh =  ___________________________ x ___ 

 Total number of finite verb phrases 1 

 

The formula used for Random Tense Shift (RTSh), was the same, only with 

random rather than motivated tense shifts in the numerator.  

I also established the proportion of motivated tense shift brought about 

by direct speech (DS MTSh). In doing so, I used the following formula: 

 

 Motivated tense shifts due to the use of direct speech 100 
DS MTSh = ___________________________________________   x ___ 

 Total number of finite verb phrases   1 

 

The method for determining the ratio of MTSh (and RTSh) was built on 

manual calculations and judgments that were carefully conducted and double-

checked. It is always hard to determine at what point one’s material has been 

sufficiently scrutinized, but in the name of efficiency, eventually a line has to be 

drawn. Therefore, it can be suspected that there will always remain some 

inconsistencies that were caused by the human factor. In order to find out the 

possible impact of erroneous judgment and calculation on my results, I 

conducted an additional and separate examination of a random selection of ten 

compositions. In these compositions, the average intra-variation in MTSh was 

0.13 percentage points whereas the average intra-variation in RTSh was 0.01 

percentage points. Basically, the intra-variation was caused by minor 

miscalculations in the number of verbs. This kind of error is more likely to 

occur in the summed up figure of the denominator than in the smaller figures 

of motivated and random tense shifts, and as such can be expected to remain 

fairly small.  

6.5.3 Questionnaire: Study on motivation 

The questionnaire provided information on a variety of things, including the 

students’ linguistic background, language learning strategies and motivation. As 

it turned out, it was mainly the factor of students’ motivation that revealed 

differences between the two groups. Their learning strategies, on the other 

hand, were similar. Consequently, the statistical analyses accounted for in this 

thesis concern different motivational factors.  
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6.5.4 Basis of comparison 

All the results obtained were compared statistically. As regards vocabulary 

quality and tense shift, the present study was longitudinal on the one hand, and 

on the other it incorporated material from students who had been exposed to 

two different mediums of instruction. Therefore, two different statistical 

analyses were made. First, I studied how the results changed over time, in the 

‘all English’ IB group as well as the NP group. The comparison was made by 

means of paired samples statistics (t-test for dependent means), and the results 

were calculated separately for the two groups. Next, I compared the results of 

the IB group with those of the NP group. The comparison was made with the 

help of t-tests for independent means. In the case of the questionnaire, the 

responses to individual questions were analysed, and, in some cases index 

variables were created. An index variable contains a number of questions that 

aim to measure the same feature, and that have resulted in responses that are 

sufficiently similar. With the help of Cronbach’s Alpha, a mean value of the 

similarity of the responses was calculated, ranging from 0 (no similarity at all) to 

1 (the same question has been asked in different ways). Valid index variables 

have an Alpha of 0.7 – 0.9 (Nunnally, 1978:245). In cases where the responses 

were normally distributed, comparisons between the NP and IB groups could 

be made by using t-tests for independent means. Wherever the distribution was 

not normal, cross-tabular comparisons were made with the help of the chi-

squared test. At times, it was necessary to transform the variables to allow for a 

chi-squared test.  

After the comparison of the two groups overall, I went on to compare 

subgroups, formed on the basis of the students’ performance on the diagnostic 

test, which was carried out prior to the first set of compositions (see 6.2.3). I 

had two reasons for doing so. The first was to see if the initial level of 

proficiency, as measured by the diagnostic test, could help explain the changes 

in the use of vocabulary and tense shift that were found in the students’ 

compositions. Would the two groups (IB and NP) show similar changes over 

time in all three subgroups? The second reason was to see if motivation was 

similar in all three subgroups, or if it was a factor that could help explain 

possible differences in the results on vocabulary quality and tense shift.  

On the basis of their results on the diagnostic test, the students were 

divided into three subgroups, called I, II and III. Subgroup I contains the 

students with above average results on the diagnostic test, while subgroup II is 

made up of those with average results and subgroup III of those with below 



 

101 

average results. The two students who had not taken part in the diagnostic test 

had to be excluded from this part of the study. As shown in Table 6.5, the three 

subgroups differ in size and formation to some extent, owing to the fact that 

more IB students than NP students scored close to the maximum score of 100 

on the diagnostic test (see 6.2.3). 

 
Table 6.5 The division into subgroups, based on diagnostic test results  
(max. 100 points) 

 
Diagnostic 
test score 

NP 
students 

IB  
students 

Total no. of 
students 

Subgroup I 90-97 9 16 25 

Subgroup II 83-89  20 13 33 

Subgroup III 70-82 13 13 26 

 

As is shown in Table 6.5, subgroup I contains the students with the highest 

results on the diagnostic test, and due to the fact that fewer NP students had 

top scores, the NP students are underrepresented in this group. Subgroup II, 

comprising the students with average results, is the largest. In this subgroup the 

NP students are overrepresented. Lastly, subgroup III is made up of the 

students with the lowest results on the diagnostic test, and here, there is an even 

distribution of NP and IB students. In these three subgroups, the results of the 

IB and NP students were compared over time, both separately as well as 

between the two groups. However, in the case of the index variables created 

from the questionnaire, the number of students in each subgroup was too small 

to allow for chi-squared tests to be carried out. This will be indicated in the 

results.  

The distribution according to sex in the subgroups is shown in Table 6.6: 

  
Table 6.6 The distribution according to sex in the subgroups  

 NP males NP females IB males IB females 

Subgroup I  6 (~67%) 3 (~33%)  3 (~19%) 13 (~81%) 

Subgroup II       9 (45%)   11 (55%)  2 (~15%) 11 (~85%) 

Subgroup III       5 (~38%) 8 (~62%)      0 (0%) 13 (100%) 

 

In spite of there being so few males in the IB group, Table 6.6 shows that the 

NP and IB groups still follow the same pattern, with the highest percentage of 

males in subgroup I, and the highest percentage of females in subgroup III.   

In this chapter I have described my material and the methods I used when 

studying it. The following chapters will present and discuss the results of the 

three parts of the study, beginning with the one on vocabulary quality. 
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7 Measuring the quality of productive vocabulary: Analysis 

and results  

In this chapter, I will assess the quality of the vocabulary in the compositions, 

using the LFV measurement as described in 6.5.1.3. I will begin by analysing the 

three sets of compositions in order to see whether the mean LFV changed over 

time in the two groups (NP and IB), and whether any differences between the 

groups could be perceived. In section 7.1, I will present overall results and in 

7.2, I will present the results in each of the three subgroups that were based on 

the students’ initial proficiency as measured in the diagnostic test and described 

in 6.5.4. In 7.3 I will take a closer look at the low-frequency vocabulary in the 

compositions with the highest and lowest LFV in each subgroup. Passages 

from these compositions will be presented with a focus on the distribution of 

lemmas into the low frequency bands 3 – 0. 

7.1 Overall comparison of vocabulary quality for NP and IB 

As mentioned in 6.5.1.2, the 1,720 words in the two high frequency bands of 

the Collins Cobuild dictionary, i.e. frequency bands 4 and 5, make up about 75% 

of “English usage” (Collins Cobuild, 2001:xlii). That means that 25% of “English 

usage” involves low-frequency vocabulary. Unfortunately, it is not possible to 

use the LFV in comparison with the Collins Cobuild figures, since there is no 

clear-cut definition of how words are counted and defined in the dictionary. In 

the present study, however, all calculations were based on lemmas (see 6.5.1.1). 

Table 7.1 shows that the compositions have a mean LFV between 14 and 

18. The figures also show that the mean LFV differs between the two groups. 

This difference is present already in the first set of compositions and grows 

larger over time. In Table 7.2 we can see that for the NP students, who took 

English as a subject only, there was a slight regression, with a lower mean LFV 

being used in their third set of compositions (~14.5) than in their first (~15.4). 

This decrease took place in the second set of compositions and the mean LFV 

is actually almost identical in the last two sets of compositions. In the case of 

the ‘all English’ IB students, on the other hand, there was a slight progression 

with a somewhat higher mean LFV in the third set of compositions (~17.8) as 

compared to the first (~17.1). It is in fact the second set of compositions that 

contains the lowest mean LFV (~16.9). However, it should be noted that both 
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the NP regression and the IB progression are very small and that neither of 

them reaches statistical significance. 

 
Table 7.1 Overall comparison of mean LFV ratios  

 NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 15.44 17.13 1.69 0.104 

mean C2 14.40 16.92 2.52 0.072 

mean C3 14.49 17.78 3.29** 0.006 

n (NP) = 43, n (IB) = 43, C = composition, ** = significant at 0.01 level  

 
Table 7.2 Paired mean differences between the overall NP and IB mean LFV ratios  

 paired  
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff.  

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP -1.04 0.158 0.09 0.898 -0.96   0.223 

IB -0.21 0.757 0.86 0.271 0.65   0.374 

n (NP) = 43, n (IB) = 43, C = composition 

 

If we go on to compare the results of the two groups with each other, we can 

see in Table 7.1 that the IB students used a higher mean LFV than the NP 

students in all three compositions. Over time, this difference increased, and in 

the third set of compositions, it amounts to ~3.2 and is statistically significant 

at the one per cent level (p = 0.006). The change over time in the two groups 

overall is illustrated in Figure 7.1. 

 

 
Figure 7.1 Overall comparison between NP and IB mean LFV ratios  

 

To summarise these findings, it can be said that following upon the IB 

students’ initial higher LFV there was a tendency towards a progression for the 

IB students and a regression for the NP students. The differences over time 

were comparatively small; nevertheless, in the third set of compositions the IB 

students used a significantly higher LFV than the NP students.  



 

104 

7.2 Comparison of vocabulary quality for subgroups I, II and III 

As described in 6.5.4, the students were divided into three subgroups, based on 

their performance on the diagnostic test that they took prior to writing the first 

composition. The students in subgroup I had the highest scores on the 

diagnostic test and those in subgroup III the lowest. In this section, the aim is 

to see in what way the students changed, or did not change, their use of LFV in 

relation to their initial level of proficiency. Tables 7.3 and 7.4 show that the 

mean LFV ratios for subgroup III were the lowest, and those for subgroup I in 

general the highest. The mean ratio for subgroup II fell in between for both the 

‘all English’ IB students and the NP students with English as a subject only. 

There was only one exception, and it occurred in the second set of 

compositions of the NP students in subgroup I. There, the mean LFV was 

actually lower than the mean LFV for subgroup II. Apart from that, the 

comparison of the three subgroups’ mean LFV reveals that the diagnostic test 

actually does predict quite well the LFV ratios for the different subgroups. 

 
Table 7.3 Mean LFV ratios for NP subgroups I, II and III 

NP composition 1 composition 2 composition 3 

Subgroup I 17.03 13.87 16.36 

Subgroup II 15.46 15.01 14.93 

Subgroup III 13.48 13.26 11.89 

 
Table 7.4 Mean LFV ratios for IB subgroups I, II and III 

IB composition 1 composition 2 composition 3 

Subgroup I 20.47 18.66 19.58 

Subgroup II 16.51 16.79 17.63 

Subgroup III 13.82 14.52 15.94 

 

In the following sections I will compare the mean LFV ratios of the NP 

and IB subgroups, beginning with subgroup I, moving on to subgroup II and 

concluding with subgroup III. I will first look at how the LFV ratios change 

over time within the NP and IB groups separately and then compare the LFV 

ratios of the two.  

7.2.1 Comparison of vocabulary quality in subgroup I 

Subgroup I is made up of the 25 students with the highest scores on the 

diagnostic test, 9 from the NP group of students, with English as a subject only, 

and 16 from the group of ‘all English’ IB students.  
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As can be seen in Table 7.5, in the first set of compositions, the mean 

LFV is ~17.0 for the NP students and ~20.5 for the IB students. In 

comparison with the overall means (see Table 7.1), subgroup I’s initial mean 

LFVs are higher both for the NP students and for the IB students. Table 7.5 

shows that in the third set of compositions the mean LFVs of both groups are 

somewhat lower, but they are still quite close to those of the first set. In the 

second set of compositions the mean LFV of the NP students drops by ~3.2. 

However, the differences between NP and IB mean LFV ratios are not large 

enough to reach statistical significance.  

 
Table 7.5 Comparison of mean LFV ratios in subgroup I 

  NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 17.03 20.47 3.44 0.092 

mean C2 13.87 18.66 4.79* 0.019 

mean C3 16.36 19.36 3.00 0.134 

n (NP) = 9, n (IB) = 16, C = composition, * = significant at 0.05 level 

 
Table 7.6 Paired mean differences between the NP and IB mean LFV ratios in subgroup I 

 paired  
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff.  

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP -3.16 0.064 2.49 0.150 -0.67 0.701 

IB -1.81 0.090 0.92 0.444 -0.89 0.312  

n (NP) = 9, n (IB) = 16, C = composition 

 

For both the IB students and the NP students in subgroup I, the highest mean 

LFV ratios are found in the first set of compositions and the lowest in the 

second set. Consequently, the IB students in subgroup I failed to show the 

tendency towards an increasing mean LFV that was found in the IB group 

overall. However, the changes are small and could have arisen by chance.  

A comparison of the results of the NP students and the IB students in 

subgroup I shows that their mean LFV differs in all three sets of compositions. 

Throughout, the IB students’ figures are higher than those of the NP students. 

Table 7.5 shows that the difference approximates ~3.4 in the first set of 

compositions and is slightly lower, i.e., 3.0 in the third. However, the largest 

difference is found in the second set of compositions (~4.8), a difference that is 

statistically significant at the five per cent level (p = 0.019). The tendency 

towards higher mean LFV ratios in the IB group remains over time.  

To summarize, in subgroup I the mean LFV tended to be higher than for 

the students overall. On the other hand, the tendency towards increasing LFV 

ratios that was found in the overall IB group was not present and instead there 
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was a small decrease. Nonetheless, in spite of a decrease over time, the mean 

LFV of the IB students remained high throughout, at around 20. This might 

suggest that the IB students in subgroup I had reached an LFV that is suitable 

for this type of text and therefore did not continue to change with regard to 

this measurement.  

In the case of the NP students, on the other hand, the mean LFVs were 

lower, which makes such an explanation unlikely. For this group of students, 

there would still be room for improvement, which for some reason did not 

occur. Another way of explaining the figures could be that, at first, the students 

in subgroup I might have been inspired by their participation in the study and 

wanted to excel. After a year, when they wrote the second set of compositions, 

this effect might have passed, possibly resulting in a reduced mean LFV. That 

would also help explain the fact that the lowest mean LFVs were found in the 

second set of compositions. In addition to that, it cannot be ruled out that the 

topic of the second composition was less appealing to the students, which, due 

to lack of inspiration, might have led to a lower LFV. Finally, other, or more 

finely tuned instruments than LFV might be called for in order to completely 

rule out vocabulary quality changes among the students in subgroup I. One way 

of modifying LFV to make it more precise will be dealt with in 7.3. 

7.2.2 Comparison of vocabulary quality in subgroup II 

Subgroup II comprises the 33 students who had average scores on the 

diagnostic test, 20 NP students and 13 IB students. Table 7.7 shows that their 

mean LFV ratios were in the range of 15 – 18, all more or less equalling the 

overall mean LFVs (see Table 7.1). The initial mean LFV was ~15.5 for the NP 

students, which is 1 measurement unit lower than the corresponding mean LFV 

of the IB students (~16.5). Table 7.8 shows that while the NP students’ mean 

LFV remained more or less level over time, there was a slight increase of about 

1 among the IB students. The progression of the IB students is not statistically 

significant, however. 

 
Table 7.7 Comparison of mean LFV ratios in subgroup II 
  NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 15.46 16.51 1.05 0.524 

mean C2 15.01 16.79 1.78 0.212 

mean C3 14.93 17.63 2.70 0.196 

n (NP) = 20, n (IB) = 13, C = composition 
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Table 7.8 Paired mean differences between the NP and IB mean LFV ratios in subgroup II 

 paired  
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff.  

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP -0.45 0.686 -0.08 0.93 -0.53 0.68 

IB 0.28 0.845 0.84 0.61 1.12 0.483 

n (NP) = 20, n (IB) = 13, C = composition 

 

If we go on to compare the mean LFVs of the NP students, who took English 

as a subject only, with those of the ‘all English’ IB students, we find that, in all 

three sets of compositions, the IB students had higher means than the NP 

students. Table 7.7 shows that the initial difference was ~1, and that the 

difference between the two groups increased in the two subsequent sets of 

compositions and ended up at 2.7. Not only the initial higher LFV of the IB 

students, but also the way the difference between the groups grew over time 

corresponds well with the overall results (see Table 7.1). However, while the 

overall results show increasing differences that reach statistical significance in 

the third set of compositions, the differences in subgroup II are much smaller 

and statistical significance is never reached.  

Summarizing the findings, it can be concluded that in subgroup II there 

was no noticeable change over time for either of the groups. Again, this might 

be explained by a desire to perform well in the first set of compositions, when 

participation in the study was possibly new and inspiring. In the writing of the 

subsequent compositions, such an effect would probably be lost. Also, already 

in the first set of compositions there was a tendency towards a slightly higher 

mean LFV for the IB students, which, in combination with a slight increase in 

this group resulted in a growing difference between the NP and IB students. 

7.2.3 Comparison of vocabulary quality in subgroup III 

The students with the lowest scores on the diagnostic test, 13 NP students and 

13 IB students, make up subgroup III. Their mean LFV ratios are analysed 

below. Table 7.9 shows that initially, the mean LFV of the two groups was 

almost identical, ~13.5 for the NP students and ~13.8 for the IB students. 

These are low figures in comparison to the overall means, and the LFV remains 

low also in the subsequent two sets of compositions (see Table 7.1). However, 

in the third set of compositions, as compared to the first, Table 7.10 shows that 

there was a progression for the IB students while the NP students showed a 

slight regression. These changes follow the trends that were found overall in the 
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NP and IB groups, except that in subgroup III the changes are much larger, 

although still not statistically significant.  

 
Table 7.9 Comparison of mean LFV ratios in subgroup III 

  NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 13.48 13.82 0.34 0.79 

mean C2 13.26 14.52 1.26 0.435 

mean C3 11.89 15.94 4.05* 0.043 

n (NP) = 13, n (IB) = 13, C = composition, * = significant at 0.05 level 

 
Table 7.10 Paired mean differences between the NP and IB mean LFV ratios  
in subgroup III 

 paired  
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff.  

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP -0.22 0.867 -1.37 0.327 -1.59 0.23 

IB 0.70 0.536 1.42 0.321 2.12 0.169 

n (NP) = 13, n (IB) = 13, C = composition 

 

Shifting focus to compare the results of the students with English as a subject 

only with those of the ‘all English’ students, we can see that after the more or 

less level mean LFV in the first composition, the figures of the two groups 

diverge over time. Table 7.9 shows the increasing difference, amounting to ~4 

in the third set of compositions, where the difference is statistically significant 

at the five per cent level (p = 0.043). This is illustrated in Figure 7.2. 

 

 
Figure 7.2 Comparison between NP and IB mean LFV ratios in subgroup III 

 

To conclude, after starting at more or less the same, rather low, mean 

LFV, the means of the NP students with English as a subject only and the ‘all 

English’ IB students went in opposite directions. While the NP students’ mean 

LFV decreased, the IB students’ mean LFV increased. Indeed, in the third set 
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of compositions the difference between the two groups was large enough to 

reach statistical significance.  

There are many ways to interpret these results. One would be that in this 

subgroup the initial mean LFV ratios were still far from an LFV that is normal 

for narratives of this kind, implying that there was still a lot of room for 

improvement. However, this interpretation only throws light on the progress of 

the IB students. In the case of the NP students, the decreasing mean LFV 

requires a different kind of explanation. Gender, of course, cannot be ruled out 

as an explanation, since this is the subgroup with an all-female composition of 

IB students. All the same, since subgroup III also contains the largest ratio of 

female NP students, this is the subgroup where the distribution according to 

sex differs the least between NP and IB (see Table 6.6). Moreover, a gender 

comparison of the LFV ratios of the NP students in subgroup III showed that 

there were no significant differences. Therefore, it seems likely that the results 

have other kinds of explanations. Possibly, the NP students did not have the 

same kinds of motivation to improve their results, or perhaps it was the lower 

amount of English input and output that had an effect on their results.  

7.3 An analysis of the LFV in the compositions 

The results accounted for in 7.2 indicate that there were indeed a few 

differences in the use of low-frequency vocabulary and that these differences 

appeared to be related to whether students use English as a medium of 

instruction or whether they learn it as a subject only. There also seemed to be a 

connection between the students’ initial level of proficiency, as measured by the 

diagnostic test, and the way their results changed. Still, one thing that the 

figures could not reveal is the proportion of lemmas that are only slightly less 

frequent than the ones in the high frequency bands 4 and 5, as compared to the 

proportion of lemmas that are considerably less frequent. Consequently, the 

same LFV may differ qualitatively, depending on the distribution of the low-

frequency vocabulary into frequency bands 3 - 0. The degree of advancement 

would necessarily be higher in a text with a large proportion of lemmas from 

frequency bands 1 and 0 than in one with a low proportion of such lemmas, or 

perhaps no such lemmas at all.  

In order to demonstrate how students’ compositions differ in this respect, 

I will present and discuss a number of passages from the compositions in this 

section. The focus is on subgroups I and III, partly because they represent two 
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extremes, partly because these were the subgroups where the most interesting 

quantitative findings were made in the IB group, namely a tendency to use a 

higher ratio of low frequency vocabulary over time in subgroup III, and what 

appeared to be a stagnation in subgroup I. Therefore, eight passages each from 

compositions written by students in subgroups I and III will be presented 

below, four from the first set of compositions and four from the third. The 

passages were taken from the IB and NP compositions with the lowest and the 

highest mean LFV and were chosen in order to illustrate, in a few lines, the 

LFV and distribution of low-frequency vocabulary lemmas of each composition 

as well as possible. Consequently, the passages illustrate extremes within the 

extremes, at the beginning as well as the end of the study. In each passage, LFV 

lemmas have been marked in bold face and the number in square brackets after 

each LFV lemma indicates what frequency band the lemma in question belongs 

to, 3, 2, 1 or 0. The first line of each passage includes statistics on the whole 

composition, such as LFV, number of low-frequency vocabulary lemmas and 

the distribution of these lemmas into the low frequency bands 3 - 0. The last 

line of each passage shows the distribution of low-frequency vocabulary 

lemmas in the passage. The representativeness of the passages will be 

commented upon, paying particular attention to the proportion of lemmas 

from frequency bands 1 and 0 as compared to the total number of lemmas (the 

very low-frequency vocabulary (VeryLFV)).16 Based on what was found, a 

proportion of VeryLFV up to around 2.5 is considered low and a proportion 

above 7 is considered high.  

Since the frequency bands in the Collins Cobuild (2001) are based on native 

speaker usage, whereas the compositions in this study were written by advanced 

learners, Collins Cobuild’s classifications will be compared to Thorén’s (1967) list 

of words for young Swedish learners of English. As mentioned in 6.5.1.3, I 

chose to define lemmas as basic when, according to Thorén, they should be 

part of students’ productive vocabulary by the end of year 8, and beyond basic 

when they are classified as belonging to year 9 and above. In order to show to 

what extent the classifications in the Collins Cobuild and Thorén’s word list 

diverge, lemmas from frequency bands 3 - 0 that are classified as basic in 

Thorén are both in bold face and italics. Lemmas that belong to frequency 

bands 4 and 5 but are classified as beyond basic in Thorén are underscored. 

Table 7.11 illustrates how this was done.  

 

                                                 
16

 See 6.5.1.3 for the formula of VeryLFV 
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Table 7.11 Illustration of lemma classifications in the compositions 

  
Thorén, > year 9 

basic 
Thorén, < year 9 

beyond basic 
Collins Cobuild, 
frequency bands  
4 - 5 talk  develop 
Collins Cobuild, 
frequency bands  
0 - 3 forest [3] graduation [1] 

7.3.1 Vocabulary use in compositions with a high LFV 

What seems to be characteristic of the vocabulary in compositions with a high 

LFV? In order to get an idea, passages from the compositions with the highest 

LFV will be presented below (the LFV of all compositions, along with the 

number of low-frequency vocabulary lemmas and the total number of lemmas 

is shown in Appendix 5). In order to illustrate possible changes over time, the 

passages were taken from the first and the third sets of compositions. The 

passages from the compositions in subgroup I will be presented first, followed 

by the passages from the compositions in subgroup III. The presentation will 

include one passage from each of the two classes, the NP passage always 

preceding the IB passage.  

7.3.1.1 Passages from the first set of compositions 

The topic of the first composition was: “While being hypnotized, I suddenly 

remembered one of my past lives”.  The two students with the highest ratio of 

LFV were NPA 134 and IBA 41, who used almost exactly the same number of 

such lemmas (65 versus 66). However, their LFV differs, due to the fact that 

the NP student’s composition is longer, which means that it contains more 

lemmas overall and therefore has a lower ratio. The passages below illustrate 

the vocabulary of these compositions.  

 

NPA 134 (1), subgroup I, LFV 24.1; 65 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:35, [2]:21, [1]:5, [0]:4 
It was the day after graduation [1]. We had all gathered by Miller’s Rock, to 
celebrate [3] that school was over. Me, my boyfriend [2] Kyle, my best friend 
Emily and her boyfriend Christopher. We were sitting around a fire, in a 
clearing [2] of the forest [3], talking. We were talking about our future, how 
our lives would develope. Which goals we wanted to achieve, and what dreams 
we wanted to fullfill [3]. 
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In the passage from NPA 134 (1), two low-frequency vocabulary lemmas 

are basic according to Thorén, namely boyfriend [2] and forest [3], which Swedish 

students are likely to have learnt before they start upper secondary school. On 

the other hand, there are three lemmas that belong to frequency band 5 that are 

actually classified as beyond basic by Thorén, namely develop, goals and achieve. 

The distribution of lemmas from the different frequency bands in the passage 

corresponds very well with that of the composition as a whole. Overall, the 

composition has an average proportion of VeryLFV (3.3). 

The next passage shows a different situation. It is written by the IBA 

student with the highest LFV of all in the first set of compositions. 

 

IBA 41 (1), subgroup I, LFV 29.1; 66 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:24, [2]:23, [1]:14, [0]:5 
In the blink [2] of an eye I had submerged [1] into semiconsciousness [0 + 
3]. After that I can’t remember anything, except for the pictures which started 
playing in my head. After a while I was no longer Maria who lived in New York 
and who worked as a waitress [1] at a local café [2]. I was Anna. My clothes 
were dirty [3] and my hair was in a tight [3] bun [1]. I was wearing an apron 
[1] and my nails [2] were wore [1] down. 

 

In the passage from IBA 41 (1), three of the low-frequency vocabulary 

lemmas belong to Thorén’s basic vocabulary, namely café [2], dirty [3] and worn 

[1]. In comparison with the composition as a whole, the proportion of lemmas 

from frequency bands 1 and 0 is larger in the passage. Still, the VeryLFV is high 

in IBA 41 (1) (8.4), which means that it has a larger proportion of lemmas from 

frequency bands 1 and 0 than NPA 134 (1). The IB passage also contains an 

idiomatic expression: the blink of an eye.  

Next, we will look at two passages from the compositions with the 

highest ratio of LFV in subgroup III, NPC 40 (1) and IBA 9 (1). Although 

there is only a small difference between their LFV ratios, the longer IB 

composition actually contains 56 low-frequency vocabulary lemmas as 

compared to 36 in the NP composition. 

 

NPC 40 (1), subgroup III, LFV 17.6; 36 ‘3-0’lemmas: [3]:21, [2]:10, [1]:3, [0]:2 
Suddenly I was being pull down in enormeus [3] speed trough galaxies [2] and 
planets [3], stars and suns. And then, I saw a strong light in front of me, and 
that light got brighter and brighter. And BANG again… everything was so 
quite. Sooo quite. I toyght I was dead. I closed my eyes, and waited a second, 
then I opened my eyes again. And there I was, right on a battlefield [2], 
holding a sword [2], running to a tower [3] with ugly [2] looking monsters [2]. 

 



 

113 

The passage from NPC 40 (1) contains three low-frequency vocabulary 

lemmas that are classified as basic by Thorén: battlefield [2], tower [3] and ugly [2].  

There are no lemmas from frequency bands 1 and 0 in the passage, which 

agrees well with the fact that the majority of the LFV lemmas in this 

composition are from frequency bands 2 and 3. Still, in comparison with the 

other compositions, the proportion of VeryLFV in NPC 40 (1) is all but 

average (2.4). 

We see a similar situation in the following passage, written by the IB 

student with the highest LFV in subgroup III. 

 

IBA 9 (1), subgroup III, LFV 20; 56 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:25, [2]:25, [1]:5, [0]:1 
All I could see was trees, flowers and a nice little pond [2]. Than a thought hit 
me, how could I possibly know the names of the things I saw? The question 
was very confusing [2] so I let it go, because at that time I didn’t know what 
problems were. As I started to walk around I didn’t feel anything at all. I took a 
bath [3] in the shallow [2] pond the water was glittering [2] blue and as the 
water washed [3] over my body I felt alive [3]. 

 

In the IBA 9 (1) passage, two of the low-frequency vocabulary lemmas are 

listed as belonging to Thorén’s basic vocabulary, namely bath [3] and wash [3]. 

There are no lemmas from frequency bands 1 and 0 in the passage. In the 

composition as a whole, however, there are six lemmas that belong to 

frequency bands 1 and 0, which, in comparison with the other compositions, 

still results in a rather low proportion of VeryLFV (2.1). Nevertheless, this 

passage contains the collocation shallow pond, which must be seen as rather 

specific and advanced. The passages from IBA 9 (1) and NPC 40 (1) are similar 

when it comes to the proportion of VeryLFV, neither of them containing any 

lemmas from frequency bands 1 and 0. In their entirety, they are also quite 

alike, having low to average proportions of VeryLFV, NPC 40 (1) reaching a 

slightly higher proportion. A comparison between all four high LFV 

compositions from the first set shows that while, in NPA 134 (1) from 

subgroup I and the two compositions from subgroup III, the proportion of 

VeryLFV remains at a similar, low level, IBA 41 (1) from subgroup I stands out 

with its high proportion of VeryLFV. 
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7.3.1.2 Passages from the third set of compositions 

For the third composition, the topic was: “How an unexpected event made me 

remember one of the most remarkable episodes of my life.”. The first two 

passages are taken from the two compositions with the highest LFV in 

subgroup I in the NP and IB group respectively. A comparison of the two 

compositions demonstrates that the IB composition contains both a larger 

number of low-frequency vocabulary lemmas and a higher LFV. The first 

passage is from the NP composition, written by NPC 24. 

 

NPC 24 (3), subgroup I, LFV 23.8; 26 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:12, [2]:10, [1]:3, [0]:1  
I remember the time I was strolling [2] in the park, the sun flashing [3] down 
between the thick [3] leaves [3] of great oak [2] trees. I remember a sweet [3] 
smell [3] of rotten [2] vegetables [3] and I remember the little street being 
sticky [2] with dropped gums [2] and melted [2] vanilla [1] icecream [2]. 
What I don’t remember, is falling. 

 

According to Thorén’s word list, as many as six of the low-frequency 

vocabulary lemmas in the passage from NPC 24 (3) belong to basic vocabulary: 

thick [3], leaves [3], oak [2], sweet [3], smell [3] and vanilla [1]. The composition as a 

whole contains a slightly larger proportion of lemmas from frequency bands 1 

and 0 than the passage, and the proportion of VeryLFV in this composition is 

average (3.7). 

The next passage, however, shows an entirely different level of vocabulary 

quality. It is taken from the IB composition with the highest LFV: IBA 33. 

 
IBA 33 (3), subgroup I, LFV 29.5; 56 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:14, [2]:22, [1]:14, [0]:6 
The fabrics [3] on the wall started to sway [2] and a wind came from nowhere 
[3] blowing strands [2] of hair into my face. Petrified [0], I once again looked 
in the boiling [2] well [2] and two black eyes looked back at me. A whining [1] 
sound made me cover my ears and I curled [2] into a fetus [1] position on the 
floor. 

 

According to Thorén’s classifications, all of the low-frequency vocabulary 

lemmas in the IBA 33 (3) passage are beyond basic. Also, an example of an 

advanced collocation can be found in strands of hair. In comparison with the 

composition as a whole, the distribution of lemmas from different frequency 

bands in the passage is representative. When comparing the two compositions, 

it is evident that the proportion of VeryLFV is very high in the IB composition 

(10.5), much higher than that in the NP composition. Moreover, seen from a 
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contrastive perspective, in the NP passage almost half of the lemmas in the 

low-frequency vocabulary are basic.  

The following two passages are taken from subgroup III, from the two 

compositions with the highest LFV: NPC 65 and IBA 11. The NP passage is 

presented first. 

 

NPC 65 (3), subgroup III, LFV 20.4; 42 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:20, [2]:17, [1]:4, [0]:1 
It was a very nice spring day and I was sitting in the sun on a park bench [2] 
watching all the families on their picknics [2]. I closed my eyes, feeling the 
breeze [2], when suddenly a familiar [3] noise [3] reached my ear. I sat up 
quickly, scanning [2] the park with my eyes, searching for the source of the 
unpleasent [2] sound I’ve heard. I found nothing, everybody were laughing 
and having a splended [2] time. 

 

In the passage from NPC 65 (3), three of the low-frequency vocabulary 

lemmas belong to Thorén’s basic vocabulary: picnic [2], noise [3] and unpleasant 

[2]. The passage also contains two lemmas from frequency band 4 that are 

classified as beyond basic by Thorén, namely searching and source. In the case of 

scanning, it is apparent that Thorén’s word list is outdated, since modern 

computer technology has made scanning more of a basic word that has had both 

its form and its meaning transferred into Swedish scanna.  There are no lemmas 

from frequency bands 1 and 0 in the passage. That makes the passage slightly 

unrepresentative in that respect, but as the information in line 1 shows, the 

composition contains altogether 5 lemmas from frequency bands 1 and 0. NPC 

65 (3) can therefore be said to contain an all but average proportion of 

VeryLFV (2.4).  

Next, we look at the passage from IBA 11, a composition with a very high 

LFV. In fact, its LFV is 3.5 higher than that of the composition with the second 

highest LFV in subgroup III. 

 

IBA 11 (3), subgroup III, LFV 26.0; 51 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:18, [2]:14, [1]:13, [0]:5 
I looked around to localise[0] the noise [3], but the source of the cry was 
nowhere [3] to be seen, at least that’s what i thought until I gazed [2] upwards 
[2]. To my astonishment [1] a large balloon [2] with shrill [1] colours 
hoovered [2] over my head and the noise apparently came from the basket [2] 
that hung below it. 

 

In the IBA 11 (3) passage, one of the low-frequency vocabulary lemmas is 

basic according to Thorén’s classification, namely noise [3]. There are three 

lemmas in the passage that belong to frequency band 4, but are nevertheless 
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listed as beyond basic by Thorén (around, source and apparently). Also, an 

advanced collocation can be found in shrill colours. In comparison with the full 

length composition, the passage is representative. It is obvious that IBA 11 (3) 

has a very high proportion of VeryLFV (9.3), much higher than that in the NP 

composition. In fact, in the third set, the two IB compositions from subgroups 

I and III have a surprisingly similar number and distribution of low-frequency 

vocabulary lemmas, with high proportions of VeryLFV. The two NP 

compositions are also similar, but in their case the proportions of VeryLFV are 

only average. When the length of the compositions is taken into consideration, 

NPC 24 (3) from subgroup I stands out, being considerably shorter than the 

others.  

When the proportion of VeryLFV is compared over time, it becomes 

clear that in subgroup I, the proportion of VeryLFV remained average over 

time in the NP compositions, while it remained high in the IB compositions. In 

subgroup III, the NP compositions also showed a proportion of VeryLFV that 

remained average over time. In the case of the IB compositions in subgroup 

III, however, the proportion of VeryLFV increased over time, and went from 

low to high. Actually, the IB composition in subgroup III had a proportion of 

VeryLFV that mirrored that of the IB composition in subgroup I. This finding 

is well in line with the results of the LFV count in 7.2, which showed that it was 

the IB students in subgroup III who progressed the most. 

7.3.2 Vocabulary use in compositions with a low LFV 

Below, another set of passages from subgroups I and III will be presented, this 

time taken from compositions with a low LFV.  The aim is again to illustrate to 

what degree the students use lemmas from frequency bands 1 and 0, again 

referred to as VeryLFV. The passages in this section were all taken from the 

compositions with the lowest LFV in subgroups I and III, from each of the 

three sets (all numbers and ratios regarding composition length and LFV are 

displayed in Appendix 5). First, the passages from the compositions in 

subgroup I will be presented, followed by the passages from the compositions 

in subgroup III. As in the previous section, one passage from the NP class and 

one from the IB class, from the first and third sets of compositions, will be 

discussed.  

As compared to the compositions referred to in 7.3.1, these compositions 

are all shorter and contain a lower number of low-frequency vocabulary 
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lemmas. In some compositions they are clustered, which can lead to difficulties 

in finding passages that are fully representative of the compositions in their 

entirety as regards the distribution of low-frequency vocabulary lemmas.  

7.3.2.1 Passages from the first set of compositions 

What characterises the vocabulary in compositions with a low LFV? To 

demonstrate how students with the lowest LFV make use of lemmas from the 

different frequency bands, I will here present four passages from the first set of 

compositions, beginning with compositions written by two students in 

subgroup I. The two compositions, NPC 87 and IBA 32, are similar both 

regarding their actual number of low-frequency vocabulary lemmas and their 

LFV.  

 

NPC 87 (1), subgroup I, LFV 10.4; 23 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:16, [2]:4, [1]:1, [0]:2 
Suddenly I see myself, in the shape of and unknown [3] man, entering one of 
the shops. Inside it’s full of strange mashines, and it smells [3] funny [3]. I 
walk straight up to the man who seams to own the shop, and he must know me 
verry well, because he goes away to a smal desk in the back of the shop. After a 
lithel while he reenter [1] the room, holding somekind of mashine in his hands. 

 

In the passage from NPC 87 (1), two of the low-frequency vocabulary 

lemmas belong to Thorén’s basic vocabulary: smells [3] and funny [3]. Unknown 

[3] and reenter [1] are derivations that are not specifically classified by Thorén. 

Their headwords, however, known and enter, are both classified as basic 

vocabulary words. The passage also contains two lemmas from frequency band 

4 that are classified as beyond basic in Thorén’s word list: shape and machine. 

Compared with the composition as a whole, both in the passage and in the 

composition a majority of the low-frequency lemmas that this student uses are 

from frequency band 3. Qualitatively, this composition has a low proportion of 

VeryLFV (1.3). 

The next composition has a similar result. It is taken from the IB 

composition with the lowest LFV in subgroup I. 

 

IBA 32 (1), subgroup I, LFV 11.4; 26 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:18, [2]:5, [1]:2, [0]:1 
I went to the guy who was going to hypnotize [0] me, it was a usual Tuesday. 
When I saw him I was really surprised [3]. I had thought of an old man 
looking kind of stange, but instead there was this young, charming [2] guy. He 
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told me that it was not sure that anything would happen. I said I knew that but 
wanted to make a try. So we started. 

 

Interestingly, all three low-frequency vocabulary lemmas in the passage 

from IBA 32 (1) are classified as basic in Thorén’s word list. In the case of 

hypnotize [0], its participle form, hypnotized, was given in the topic title. Guy from 

frequency band 4 is classified as beyond basic by Thorén. This is possibly an 

example of how the use of a word has changed over time. Today, guy is a 

colloquial word but in Thorén’s 1967 word list it is considered beyond basic. 

The composition has a low proportion of VeryLVF (1.3), qualitatively similar to 

that of NPC 87 (1) referred to above.   

The next two passages are taken from the compositions with the lowest 

LFV in subgroup III. They are also very similar in terms of number of low-

frequency vocabulary lemmas and LFV. The first passage comes from NPC 32 

(1). 

 

NPC 32 (1), subgroup III, LFV 9.9; 14 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:11, [2]:3, [1]:0, [0]:0 
Mary took very good care of me. One year after that my parent’s had past away, 
did Mary got marry to Robert. It was a very romantic [3] wedding [3]. I lived 
with them until I turned twenty, at that time I moved back to mine castle [3]. I 
didn’t live their along. I met a prince on Mary and Roberts wedding. His name 
is Jean, his is from france. We are going to get merry next summer. I am happy 
but I still think of mother an father, I miss them very much. 

 

In the above passage, one of the low-frequency vocabulary lemmas, castle 

[3], is defined as basic by Thorén. Marry is used in the wrong form (get merry 

instead of get married) and is therefore not marked, even though married belongs 

to frequency band 3 in Collins Cobuild (2001). In the whole composition, there 

are no lemmas from frequency bands 1 and below, and the proportion of 

VeryLFV is thus as low as it can be (0.0). In fact, it is quite remarkable that a 

learner at the Common Reference Level B1 (Council of Europe, no date:26) 

writes a composition of 142 words without using one single lemma from 

frequency bands 1 and 0. It should be noted, however, that this composition 

was written by the NP student with the lowest score on the diagnostic test. 

Since there are no lemmas from frequency bands 1 and 0 to take into 

consideration, the passage very well mirrors the composition as a whole in that 

respect.  

Below we can see the next passage, taken from IBA 45 (1). That 

composition has only one single lemma from frequency bands 1 and 0. 
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IBA 45 (1), subgroup III, LFV 7.3; 13 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:12, [2]:0, [1]:0, [0]:1 
We made a apointment [3] at his house next day. I came there early in the 
morning at eight o clock [3]. We went in to his room were he had made a fire. 
–“You can sit down in that chair over there”, he said. I did, and the hypnotizer 
told me to look in to the fire for a long time. After a while I started to go in 
some kind of a deep sleep. 

 

In the passage from IBA 45 (1), one of the two low-frequency vocabulary 

lemmas is classified as basic by Thorén: o’clock [3]. Hypnotizer is not included in 

the Collins Cobuild (2001) and is therefore left out of the count. The 

representativeness of the passage is high, and the composition has a very low 

proportion of VeryLFV (0.6). Moreover, the vocabulary quality of the two 

compositions in subgroup III is similar. A comparison of the four passages 

(and the compositions from which they are taken) shows that the proportion of 

VeryLFV is lower in subgroup III than in subgroup I, something that could be 

expected. 

7.3.2.2 Passages from the third set of compositions 

Here I present passages from the third set of compositions, taken from the 

compositions with the lowest LFV. The first two are from subgroup I and they 

resemble each other both regarding number of low-frequency vocabulary 

lemmas and LFV.  

 

NPC 14 (3), subgroup I, LFV 11.0; 21 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:13, [2]:4, [1]:3, [0]:1 
-Yes, you were once close to drowning [2]. I never thought you would 
remember it again. After the incident you never said anything about it. If we 
even mentioned it you sort of disappeared [3] inside of yourself. You looked 
straight ahead at nothing and you slowly rocked from one side to the other. It 
was scary [1]. But when we didn’t say anything you acted like normal, so we 
never mentioned it again. 

 

In the passage from NPC 14 (3) one of the low-frequency vocabulary 

lemmas, disappear [3], is classified as belonging to Thorén’s basic vocabulary. 

Two lemmas from frequency band 4 are classified as beyond basic by Thorén: 

incident and ahead. The proportion of VeryLFV is higher in the passage than in 

the composition as a whole, which is sometimes unavoidable in texts with a low 

number of low-frequency vocabulary lemmas. Nevertheless, almost the whole 
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range of frequency bands is represented in the passage. Qualitatively, NPA 14 

(3) holds a rather low proportion of VeryLFV (2.1). 

Next we see the IB passage from subgroup III, written by IBA 32.  

 

IBA 32 (3), subgroup I, LFV 12.2; 22 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:14, [2]:4, [1]:1, [0]:3 
While chatting [3] she asked me if I had read about the accident [3] in the 
newspaper. I said no, I had not have time to read anything this morning. So she 
told me about it. A car with a drunk driver [0] had hit a minivan [0 + 3] full of 
young children, between 8 and 12 years old. Two of them had died as well as 
the drunk driver, and some were injured [3]. 

 

Two of the low-frequency vocabulary lemmas in the above passage are 

classified as basic vocabulary by Thorén, namely accident [3] and the prefix mini- 

[0]. The latter is in fact one of the rare cases where a lemma from frequency 

bands 1 and 0 is classified as basic. Just as NPC 14 (3) in subgroup I, IBA 32 (3) 

has a rather low proportion of VeryLFV (2.2).  

The remaining two passages are taken from NPC 32 (3) and IBA 7 (3), 

the compositions with the lowest LFV in subgroup III. In both text passages 

there are only lemmas from frequency bands 3 and 2.  

 

NPC 32 (3), subgroup III, LFV 6.0; 8 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:3, [2]:4, [1]:1, [0]:0 
When I was 12 years old went me and my girlfriends to a lady who reads the 
future in hands. 
I have never belived in things like that, but I wanted to go just for fun. My 
friend was scared [2] on the way to the lady, but I was not, because I didn’t 
belive it. I wrote didn’t because I have now changed my mind. The lady lived in 
a small apartment [3] near the “green garden”, a park. The lady looked nice, 
and I feelt very good, and happy with her. 

 

Neither of the two low-frequency vocabulary lemmas in the above 

passage is considered basic by Thorén. In comparison to the full length 

composition, the passage is representative. Just like the passage, the NPC 32 (3) 

composition as a whole has a very low proportion of VeryLFV (0.7). 

Finally, the IB composition with the lowest LFV, IBA 7, is presented.  

 

IBA 7 (3), subgroup III, LFV 9.5; 14 ‘3-0’ lemmas: [3]:7, [2]:6, [1]:1, [0]:0 
I think I was like 8 years old when this remarkable [3] thing happend. It was in 
the begining [3] of the summer vacation [2], the water was still a little bit to 
cold to go for a swim [3], but who cared about it anyway? All kids go for a 
swim, even before the vacation even has started and the water is even colder. 
Except for me. I’ve never learnt to swim, but this summer was going to be 
different from all the other summers. 
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In the passage from IBA 7 (3), two of the low-frequency vocabulary 

lemmas belong to Thorén’s basic vocabulary, namely beginning [3] and swim [3], 

words that cannot pose any difficulties for Swedish learners of English. 

Remarkable was given by me in the topic title. From a qualitative point of view, 

the IB composition has a very low proportion of VeryLFV (0.7), just like the 

NP composition in subgroup III. In a comparison of all the four compositions 

presented here, it is the compositions in subgroup III that have the lowest 

proportion of VeryLFV. In fact, it is quite remarkable that at Common 

Reference Level B2 (Council of Europe, no date:27), these students write 

compositions of about 140 lemmas that contain only one lemma each from the 

bands of least frequent words, 1 and 0. 

In comparison with the compositions with a high LFV presented in 7.3.1, 

the compositions with a low LFV that were studied in this section tended to be 

shorter and to contain both a lower number and proportion of VeryLFV. Thus, 

in these compositions, a lower LFV also tended to mean a lower proportion of 

the least frequently used lemmas: lemmas from frequency bands 1 and 0. The 

classifications in Thorén and Collins Cobuild mostly differed when it came to a 

relatively small number of words, namely those on both sides of the dividing 

line between Thorén’s basic/beyond basic vocabulary and Collins Cobuild’s high 

frequency band 4 and low frequency band 3. Therefore, it appears that the 

proportion of VeryLFV would be unaffected if a contrastive approach were 

taken.  

7.4 Vocabulary quality: Summary and conclusion  

In general, a comparison of results showed that the mean LFV ratio tended to 

be higher in the ‘All English’ IB students’ compositions than in those of the NP 

students who took English as a subject only. This was the case in all three sets 

of compositions, not only in the overall comparison, but also in the comparison 

of the subgroups that were formed on the basis of the students’ results on the 

diagnostic test. A comparison over time showed that there was a tendency 

towards a regression for the NP students and a progression for the IB students. 

Indeed, the increasing difference between the groups overall became statistically 

significant in the third set of compositions.  

A comparison of the results of the subgroups revealed some interesting 

differences between the groups and subgroups. The IB students with below 
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average and average results on the diagnostic test, subgroups III and II, tended 

to increase their use of low-frequency vocabulary, while the IB students with 

high results on the diagnostic test, subgroup I, remained at more or less the 

same level throughout. In fact, it was the students in subgroup III who 

progressed the most in their use of advanced vocabulary. This could suggest 

that while the IB students in subgroup I possibly had reached some kind of 

ceiling for the ratio of low-frequency vocabulary that is normal in this type of 

text, the students in subgroup III would still have had room left for 

progression. These are results that confirm Laufer’s findings, as well as the 

findings reported in Dalton-Puffer, with most progress in students whose initial 

proficiency had been average or below average (Laufer, 1991:445; Dalton-

Puffer, forthcoming:5). For the subgroups in the NP group, on the other hand, 

no such pattern could be perceived. Rather, in all three NP subgroups there was 

a tendency over time towards a regression in the mean LFV. So while there 

would certainly have been room for improvement for the NP students, their 

mean LFV tended not to develop in that direction. In subgroups II and III the 

mean LFV ratios of the IB and NP students grew apart over time, and in 

subgroup III the divergence was quite marked and in fact statistically 

significant. These diverging results do not seem to be straightforwardly gender 

related, since subgroups II and (particularly) III are the ones with the least 

difference in the distribution according to sex (see Table 6.6), and the fact that 

no significant gender differences could be found among the NP students in 

subgroup III. Rather, the results imply that the IB students in subgroup III 

benefited from something that the NP students were excluded from. Possibly, 

it is a question of motivation, which for the NP students would mean low 

motivation, while in the case of the ‘all English’ students, the IB programme 

might have had a certain ‘spirit’ that made them feel like a select group where 

they mutually goad each other to keep up motivation.  

In order to add information on the distribution of low-frequency 

vocabulary lemmas from the different frequency bands in the Collins Cobuild 

(2001), sample passages were analysed. The passages were taken from the 

compositions with the highest and lowest LFV in subgroups I and III in the 

first and the third sets of compositions. When the proportion of lemmas from 

frequency bands 1 and 0 was studied (VeryLFV), it turned out that there were 

differences between the compositions written by the NP students and those 

written by the IB students. While the proportion of VeryLFV remained low to 

average in both sets of NP compositions, for subgroups I and III alike, the 

proportion of VeryLFV remained high throughout in the IB compositions in 
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subgroup I. The only marked change over time regarded the IB students in 

subgroup III and was found in the compositions with the highest LFV. There, 

the proportion of VeryLFV was low in the composition from the first set, but 

in the third the proportion of VeryLFV had increased and was indeed similar to 

the results in the IB compositions with the highest LFV in subgroup I. This 

suggests that the ‘all English’ IB students with the lowest results on the 

diagnostic test were not only the ones to progress the most as concerns their 

LFV ratio, but that their improvement also might lead to the use of a larger 

proportion of VeryLFV.  
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8 The use of tense shift: Analysis and results  

There are many features in a text that reflect a writer’s skill. Chapter 7 dealt 

with one of them, vocabulary quality, and in this chapter the focus will be on 

tense shift. The mastery of tense shift involves not only the production of 

correct verb forms, but it is also a question of identifying when a tense shift is 

motivated and which tense to shift to. Most importantly, the use of motivated 

tense shift requires that the writer has an overview of the text that is being 

produced. When a narrative contains references to time spheres that differ from 

the basic chain of events, the plot is simply easier to follow if appropriate tense 

shift is made.  

In this chapter, I will analyse tense shift in the students’ compositions, 

with a primary focus on motivated tense shift. I will also deal with random 

tense shift, but in less depth. In the first part of the chapter, there will be a 

presentation of the ratio of tense shift as compared to the total number of finite 

verb phrases (a description of the method used can be found in 6.5.2). Section 

8.1 will start with a comparison over time of the mean ratios of motivated 

(MTSh) and random (RTSh) tense shift in the NP and the IB group (see 

6.5.2.6). Then, there will be an analysis of the mean ratios of the two groups 

and of the way the mean ratios change over time. Section 8.2 is organised the 

same way; only there, the use of tense shift will be compared for each of the 

three subgroups. The subgroups are the same as in chapter 7, formed on the 

basis of the students’ initial level of proficiency as measured in the diagnostic 

test. In 8.3 I will analyse tense shift in six full length compositions, which were 

chosen as examples of compositions with very high and very low MTSh 

respectively. They also show differing amounts of direct speech, random tense 

shift, generic statements and meta-comments. 

8.1 Overall comparison of the use of tense shift for NP and IB 

As mentioned in 5.2.3, it has been suggested e.g. by Albrechtsen et al. (1991:81) 

that the number of motivated tense shifts is positively correlated with skill level, 

whereas there is a negative correlation between skill level and what Albrechtsen 

et al. call unmotivated tense shifts, but which will here be referred to as random 

tense shift. Therefore, it is of interest to see if the use of tense shift was the 

same in the NP group and the IB group. Below follows a comparison of the 
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use of tense shift in the two groups overall. First I will present the results on 

motivated tense shift and then continue with random tense shift. 

As far as motivated tense shift is concerned, Table 8.1 shows that the 

compositions of the two groups of students have a mean MTSh that lies 

between ~13 and ~16. Moreover, we can see that both groups show figures of 

about 13 in the first set of compositions, but that over time, the results of the 

two groups grow apart. For the NP students, the results in the third set of 

compositions are almost the same as those in the first set. Their highest MTSh 

is found in the second set of compositions. There, as can be seen in Table 8.2, 

the increase amounts to ~1.6, which is not enough to make it statistically 

significant. In the IB students’ compositions, on the other hand, the mean 

MTSh increased by as much as ~3.2 measurement units over time, a 

progression that is statistically significant at the five per cent level (p = 0.017). 

In fact, the IB students reached this higher mean ratio already in the second set 

of compositions, where the increase is statistically significant at the one per cent 

level (p = 0.007).  

  
Table 8.1 Overall comparison of mean MTSh ratios 

 NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 13.13 12.87 0.26 0.853 

mean C2 14.77 16.15 1.38 0.266 

mean C3 13.17 16.07 2.90* 0.016 

n (NP) = 43, n (IB) = 43, C = composition, * = significant at 0.05 level  

 
Table 8.2 Paired mean differences between the overall NP and IB mean MTSh ratios  

 paired 
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff. 

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP 1.64 0.228 -1.60 0.150 0.04   0.979 

IB 3.28** 0.007 -0.08 0.953 3.20*   0.017 

n (NP) = 43, n (IB) = 43, C = composition, * = significant at 0.05 level, ** = significant at 
0.01 level  

 

When the two groups’ mean MTSh ratios are compared, we can see in Table 

8.1 how the mean difference grows from being almost level in the first set of 

compositions to becoming as large as ~3 in the third set. There, the difference 

is statistically significant at the five per cent level (p =0.016). The change over 

time in the two groups overall is illustrated in Figure 8.1.  
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Figure 8.1 Overall comparison between NP and IB mean MTSh ratios 

 

Next, we shift our focus to random tense shift. Table 8.3 shows that the 

mean RTSh ratios of the two groups lie between ~1.6 and ~2.4. Compared 

with the MTSh ratios, these figures are considerably lower. In the first set of 

compositions the mean RTSh is ~2.1 for the IB students and ~2.4 for the NP 

students. In terms of changes over time, Table 8.4 shows that for the NP 

students the use of random tense shift remained level throughout, while there 

was a slight decrease among the IB students. However, all changes are 

tendencies without statistical significance. 

 
Table 8.3 Overall comparison of mean RTSh ratios 

  NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 2.42 2.13 0.29 0.580 

mean C2 2.06 1.92 0.14 0.890 

mean C3 2.20 1.57 0.63 0.209 
n (NP) = 43, n (IB) = 43, C = composition 

 
Table 8.4 Paired mean differences between the overall NP and IB mean RTSh ratios  

 paired 
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff. 

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP -0.36 0.440 0.14 0.677 -0.22 0.640  

IB -0.21 0.590 -0.35 0.461 -0.56 0.163   

n (NP) = 43, n (IB) = 43, C = composition 

 

Now we turn to compare the results of the two groups of students. As Table 

8.3 shows, there are no large differences to be found. The mean RTSh ratios 

are more or less at the same level in the first two sets of compositions. In the 

third set there is a small difference of 0.63 measurement units between the two 

groups, reflecting the IB students’ slightly lower RTSh ratio. The difference is 
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very small, though, which could be an effect of there being so few instances of 

random tense shift in the material, and no statistical significance is reached.  

To conclude, the IB students showed a statistically significant increase in 

the mean MTSh ratio over time. Simultaneously, there was a small decrease in 

their mean RTSh ratio. In comparison, the NP students’ ratios remained 

virtually level over time, both regarding motivated and random tense shift. In 

the third set of compositions, the increase in the mean MTSh among the IB 

students coincided with a failure to improve among the NP students, resulting 

in a statistically significant difference between the two groups.  

8.2 Comparison of the use of tense shift in subgroups I, II and III 

As in the analysis of vocabulary quality, the analysis of tense shift includes a 

comparison of the results of the three subgroups I, II and III. As described in 

6.5.4, the subdivision was made on the basis of the students’ scores on the 

diagnostic test that preceded the writing of the first composition. An analysis 

such as this was made in order to see if the initial proficiency level of the NP 

and IB students is connected to their use of tense shift, and also if the initial 

proficiency level is linked to how their use of tense shift changed over time. 

The mean MTSh ratios in each of the three subgroups are shown in Table 

8.5 for the NP students and in Table 8.6 for the IB students. There, it can be 

seen that the students in subgroup I tended to have the highest ratios of MTSh. 

The only exception is found among the NP students in their first set of 

compositions, where it was subgroup III that reached the highest mean ratio. It 

should also be noted that in the second set of compositions, subgroup III had a 

higher mean MTSh than subgroup II, whereas in the third set, the two 

subgroups’ mean MTSh ratios are virtually the same.  

 
Table 8.5 Mean MTSh ratios for NP subgroups I, II and III 

NP composition 1 composition 2 composition 3 

Subgroup I 13.95 18.30 15.64 

Subgroup II 11.28 13.47 12.57 

Subgroup III 15.35 14.21 12.32 

 

As for the IB subgroups, the mean MTSh ratios of the three subgroups are 

almost level in the third set of compositions. It is noteworthy that in the first 

set of compositions, the mean MTSh was exceptionally low in subgroup III. In 

the sections below I will discuss possible reasons for the cases that break the 

expected pattern.  



 

128 

Table 8.6 Mean MTSh ratios for IB subgroups I, II and III 
IB composition 1 composition 2 composition 3 

Subgroup I 16.09 17.92 16.32 

Subgroup II 13.79 16.27 15.98 

Subgroup III 8.1 14.51 15.78 

 

Next, we shift our focus to random tense shift. Tables 8.7 and 8.8 show 

that the mean RTSh ratios are very low. Furthermore, there are only small 

differences between the subgroups, and the changes over time are small as well. 

However, a few general tendencies can be discerned. As far as the NP students 

are concerned, the highest mean RTSh ratios are found in subgroup III. In the 

IB group, the lowest mean RTSh ratios are found in subgroup I. These results 

suggest that the diagnostic test does have a certain diagnostic value also in the 

case of random tense shift.  

 
Table 8.7 Mean RTSh ratios for NP subgroups I, II and III 

NP composition 1 composition 2 composition 3 

Subgroup I 2.41 1.77 1.16 

Subgroup II 2.14 1.52 1.63 

Subgroup III 3.04 3.15 3.97 

 
Table 8.8 Mean RTSh ratios for IB subgroups I, II and III 

IB composition 1 composition 2 composition 3 

Subgroup I 1.22 1.55 1.37 

Subgroup II 3.05 2.25 1.88 

Subgroup III 2.23 2.18 1.63 

 

In the following section the results of the three subgroups will be looked 

at in more detail. The results for subgroup I will be presented first, followed by 

subgroup II and then subgroup III. For each subgroup I will first analyse the 

changes over time for the NP students and IB students respectively, and then 

proceed to analyse the differences between the two groups. For every subgroup 

I will start with motivated tense shift and then continue with random tense shift 

(individual results of the students can be found in Appendix 6 and Appendix 8). 

I will also compare the two groups’ use of direct speech. The reason for doing 

so is that in narratives, which tend to be written in the  past tense, the use of 

direct speech, which is often based in the present tense, might trigger shifts into 

the simple present (see 6.5.2.3). A high MTSh might therefore be due to an 

extensive use of dialogue. In an attempt to discern if the use of direct speech 

might help explain some of the differences between the groups, the proportion 

of motivated tense shift due to the use of direct speech (DS MTSh) was 

calculated (see 6.5.2.6; individual results of the students can be found in 
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Appendix 7). The results will be commented upon in connection with the 

results on motivated tense shift in each of the subgroups. 

8.2.1 Comparison of the use of tense shift in subgroup I 

Subgroup I comprises the 25 students with the highest scores on the diagnostic 

test: 9 NP students and 16 IB students.  

Table 8.9 shows that in the first set of compositions, the ‘all English’ IB 

students used a higher mean MTSh (~16.1) than the NP students (~14). If 

compared to the overall means (see Table 8.1), the initial mean ratios found in 

subgroup I are higher for both groups, the difference being biggest for the IB 

students. As compared to the results for their first set of compositions, the NP 

students showed an increased mean MTSh ratio in the third set. Still, that ratio 

is slightly lower than the corresponding mean MTSh for the IB students, who 

reached the NP students’ final level already in their first set of compositions. 

Moreover, both groups showed an increase in the second set of compositions. 

Table 8.10 shows that for the NP students, the increase amounts to ~4.4. 

However, neither that increase nor any other changes over time in subgroup I 

are statistically significant.  

 
Table 8.9 Comparison of mean MTSh ratios in subgroup I 

  NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 13.95 16.09 2.14 0.448 

mean C2 18.30 17.92 0.38 0.883 

mean C3 15.64 16.31 0.67 0.789 

n (NP) = 9, n (IB) = 16, C = composition 

 
Table 8.10 Paired mean differences between the NP and IB mean MTSh ratios in 
subgroup I 

 paired 
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff. 

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP 4.35 0.287 -2.66 0.305 1.69 0.538 

IB 1.83 0.254 -1.61 0.541 0.22 0.924 

n (NP) = 9, n (IB) = 16, C = composition 

 

Table 8.9 shows that in subgroup I there is an initial mean difference of ~2.1 

between the MTSh of the NP and IB students, due to a higher ratio of MTSh 

among the IB students. As a result of the NP students’ increasing figure over 

time, the mean difference is as small as ~0.7 measurement units in the third set 
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of compositions. However, all differences may be due to chance since statistical 

significance is not reached. 

Next, the focus is restricted solely to motivated tense shift due to the use 

of direct speech, the proportion of DS MTSh. Table 8.11 shows that there are 

only rather small differences between the groups. It is obvious that the use of 

direct speech accounts for a larger part of the motivated tense shifts in the first 

set of compositions than in the last two, and the fact that the MTSh either 

stayed level or increased in the last two compositions must mean that there had 

been a change in the way students used tense shift. Moreover, the IB students’ 

third set of compositions contained a remarkably low mean proportion of DS 

MTSh. In fact, it is the second lowest figure in all the subgroups. Interestingly, 

in these same compositions, there is still a high mean ratio of MTSh. This 

suggests that, although the IB students in subgroup I did not increase their ratio 

of MTSh over time, their narrative structure changed. A lower ratio of shifts 

between the past and the present due to direct speech means that there must be 

a higher ratio of other kinds of tense shift.  

 
Table 8.11 Comparison of mean DS MTSh proportions in subgroup I 

  NP IB 

mean C1      4.40       4.11 

mean C2 2.18 3.26 

mean C3 2.64 1.29 

n (NP) = 9, n (IB) = 16, C = composition 

 

Next, we shift our focus to random tense shift. Table 8.12 shows that the 

mean RTSh ratios in subgroup I are low, only between ~1.2 and ~2.4. Initially, 

the NP students showed a slightly higher mean RTSh than the IB students, but, 

as we can see in Table 8.13, the two groups’ ratios level up in the subsequent 

two compositions. In effect, the initially lower ratios among the IB students 

could be an indication of earlier language maturity. Moreover, the low ratio of 

RTSh prevailing in the last two compositions suggests that those mistakes need 

not necessarily be the result of poor knowledge of the implications of tense 

shift, but could be the result of careless mistakes. However, none of the 

changes that were found are statistically significant. 
 
Table 8.12 Comparison of mean RTSh ratios in subgroup I 

  NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 2.41 1.22 1.19 0.270 

mean C2 1.77 1.55 0.22 0.733 

mean C3 1.16 1.37 0.21 0.795 

n (NP) = 9, n (IB) = 16, C = composition 
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Table 8.13 Paired mean differences between the NP and IB mean RTSh ratios  
in subgroup I 

 paired 
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff. 

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP -0.64 0.590 -0.61 0.288 -1.25 0.262 

IB 0.33 0.590 -0.18 0.808 0.15 0.685 

n (NP) = 9, n (IB) = 16, C = composition 

 

Next, we continue by comparing the mean RTSh ratios of the two groups. 

Table 8.12 shows how the initial difference, caused by a slightly lower use of 

random tense shift in the IB group, was reduced over time. Consequently, the 

results for the two groups are similar in the second and third sets of 

compositions. No statistically significant differences are reached. 

To summarise and discuss the findings for subgroup I, the IB students’ 

mean ratio of MTSh was higher than that of the NP students. Over time, the 

difference tended to become smaller, following upon an increase among the 

NP students while the IB students remained at their initial level. The fact that 

the IB students’ results stayed level over time might be explained by a change in 

narrative structure, since, in the third set of compositions, these students made 

very little use of direct speech. This, in its turn, suggests that the tense shifts 

that were indeed made are of a subtler kind. Another explanation could be that 

there is some kind of limit as to the use of tense shift in a text. It is possible 

that, at some point, coherence is no longer helped, but rather hindered by an 

excessive use of tense shift, unless it is called for e.g. by an extensive use of 

direct speech. It should also be noted that the highest MTSh of both groups 

was found in the second set of compositions. Possibly, this could be an effect 

of the students having lost interest in the study in the third set of compositions, 

causing them to put in less of an effort in the last composition than in the two 

preceding ones. Another possibility would be that the topic of the second 

composition prompted the students to use more tense shifts. In the case of 

random tense shift, the IB students again tended to keep up their initial results, 

starting out at a fairly low mean ratio of RTSh and then remaining at that level 

over time. The NP students, on the other hand, used a decreasing mean ratio of 

RTSh over time. In the third set of compositions their mean RTSh was low and 

similar to that of the IB students. In all, this suggests that in subgroup I, the NP 

students very quickly reached the same level of skill concerning the use of tense 

shift as the IB students.  
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8.2.2 Comparison of the use of tense shift in subgroup II 

Subgroup II is comprised of students with average scores on the diagnostic test. 

Out of the 33 students, there are 20 NP students and 13 IB students.  

In subgroup II, the IB students used a higher ratio of MTSh than the NP 

students from the start. Table 8.14 shows that the mean for composition 1 is 

~13.8 for the IB students as compared to ~11.3 for the NP students. Over 

time, both groups showed an increase in the mean MTSh, as can be seen in 

Table 8.15. Just as was the case in subgroup I, the NP students in subgroup II 

used the highest mean ratio of MTSh in the second set of compositions. 

However, none of the changes reach statistical significance. 

  
Table 8.14 Comparison of mean MTSh ratios in subgroup II 

  NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 11.28 13.79 2.51 0.220 

mean C2 13.47 16.27 2.80 0.119 

mean C3 12.57 15.98 3.41 0.080 

n (NP) = 20, n (IB) = 13, C = composition 

 
Table 8.15 Paired mean differences between the NP and IB mean MTSh ratios in 
subgroup II 

 paired 
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff. 

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP 2.19 0.199 -0.90 0.540 1.29 0.486 

IB 2.48 0.264 -0.29 0.915 2.19 0.390 

n (NP) = 20, n (IB) = 13, C = composition 

 

As shown in Table 8.14, the IB students used motivated tense shift more often 

than the NP students in all three compositions. Over time, the difference 

increased from ~2.5 measurement units to ~3.4, but statistical significance is 

never reached. 

Next, the focus is on motivated tense shifts due to the use of direct 

speech. Table 8.16 shows that in subgroup II there were only small differences 

between the NP and IB students. Slightly higher mean proportions of DS 

MTSh can be seen in the NP students’ second set of compositions and the IB 

students’ first set, but they do not coincide with any major changes in the use of 

motivated tense shift. Also, unlike the findings in subgroup I, it appears that the 

number of tense shifts that can be attributed to the use of direct speech remains 

almost constant in the three sets of compositions. 
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Table 8.16 Comparison of mean DS MTSh proportions in subgroup II 

  NP IB 

mean C1 2.35 3.25 

mean C2 2.98 2.40 

mean C3 2.04 2.19 
n (NP) = 20, n (IB) = 13, C = composition 

 

When it comes to random tense shift in subgroup II, table 8.17 shows 

that the two groups of students had mean ratios of RTSh between ~1.5 and ~3. 

Over time, there was a small reduction in the mean ratios of RTSh in both 

groups, i.e. ~0.5 measurement units for the NP students and ~1.2 for the IB 

students, as shown in Table 8.18. However, statistical significance is never 

reached. 

 
Table 8.17 Comparison of mean RTSh ratios in subgroup II 

  NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 2.14 3.05 0.91 0.262 

mean C2 1.52 2.25 0.73 0.309 

mean C3 1.63 1.88 0.25 0.751 

n (NP) = 20, n (IB) = 13, C = composition 

 
Table 8.18 Paired mean differences between the NP and IB mean RTSh ratios in 
subgroup II 

 paired 
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff. 

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP -0.62 0.275 0.11 0.820 -0.51 0.340 

IB -0.80 0.397 -0.37 0.685 -1.17 0.268 

n (NP) = 20, n (IB) = 13, C = composition 

 

When we compare the RTSh of the two groups, it is obvious from Table 8.17 

that the results go against the tendencies that we have seen throughout. It was 

the IB students who tended to use a higher mean ratio of RTSh. In the third 

set, however, the two groups’ mean ratios of RTSh are similar. 

In summary, the IB students in subgroup II used a higher mean ratio of 

MTSh than the NP students all along. There was a tendency towards increasing 

use of motivated tense shift over time, both in the NP group and the IB group. 

In the third set of compositions, the IB students in subgroup II actually used 

the same ratio of MTSh as the IB students in subgroup I. At the same time, in 

the first two sets of compositions, the IB students showed a slightly higher 

mean ratio of RTSh than the NP students. However, in the third set, the IB 

students made fewer random tense shifts, which made their results resemble 

those of the NP students.  
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8.2.3 Comparison of the use of tense shift in subgroup III 

The 26 students making up subgroup III were the ones with the lowest scores 

on the diagnostic test, 13 students from the NP and IB groups respectively. 

In subgroup III, the NP students used a high mean ratio of MTSh in the 

first set of compositions: ~15.3, as can be seen in Table 8.19. Table 8.20 shows 

that over time, they then reduced their MTSh by ~3 measurement units. The IB 

students, on the other hand, used a very low mean ratio of MTSh in their first 

set of compositions, only ~8.2. Over time, however, as Table 8.20 shows, they 

increased their mean MTSh by as much as ~7.6, ending up on ~15.8, which is 

similar to the levels of the IB students in subgroups I and II (see Table 8.6). In 

fact, the IB students showed an increase already in the second set of 

compositions, an increase that is statistically significant at the five per cent level 

(p = 0.027). The large increase from the first to the third set of compositions is 

statistically significant at the one per cent level (p = 0.001). 

 
Table 8.19 Comparison of mean MTSh ratios in subgroup III 

  NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 15.35 8.16 7.19** 0.009 

mean C2 14.21 14.51 0.30 0.900 

mean C3 12.32 15.78 3.46 0.133 

n (NP) = 13, n (IB) = 13, C = composition, ** = significant at 0.01 level 

 
Table 8.20 Paired mean differences between the NP and IB mean MTSh ratios in 
subgroup III 

 paired 
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
meandiff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff. 

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP -1.14 0.659 -1.89 0.453 -3.03 0.381 

IB 6.35* 0.027 1.27 0.473 7.62** 0.001 

n (NP) = 13, n (IB) = 13, C = composition, * = significant at 0.05 level, ** = significant at 
0.01 level 

 

Interestingly, in the first set of compositions the two groups’ mean ratios of 

MTSh are remarkably dissimilar. As can be seen in Table 8.19, the difference 

found in the first set of compositions actually amounts to ~7.2, and is 

statistically significant at the one per cent level (p = 0.009). The reason for this 

could be that the NP students used a high amount of direct speech in the first 

composition, which will be discussed at greater length below. In the second set 

of compositions, the results of the two groups were similar, and in the third set, 

it was the IB students who used a higher ratio of MTSh, although no statistical 

significance is reached. These results suggest that the narrative structure of the 
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compositions differed considerably, not only between the NP and IB students 

in the first set of compositions, but also over time in each of the two groups. 

Figure 8.2 illustrates how the MTSh changes over time in subgroup III.  

 

 
Figure 8.2 Comparison between NP and IB mean MTSh ratios in subgroup III 

 

The initial, significant, difference between the high mean MTSh of the NP 

students and the low mean MTSh of the IB students calls for an explanation. A 

comparison of the ratios of motivated tense shift due to the use of direct 

speech, shown in Table 8.21, suggests that the explanation might be found 

there. It appears that initially, the NP students used a great deal of direct 

speech, since their mean proportion of DS MTSh (~5.9) is indeed the highest 

figure in all the subgroups (compare Tables 8.11 and 8.16). The IB students, on 

the other hand, used exceptionally little direct speech in their first set of 

compositions. Their mean DS MTSh is only ~1.2, which is in fact the lowest 

figure in all the subgroups. Over time, the NP students tended to use less direct 

speech in their compositions, their use of motivated tense shift being reduced 

accordingly, while the IB students used more direct speech in sets two and 

three. In the second and third sets of compositions the IB and NP figures are 

actually more or less the same. Another interesting fact is that in the NP group 

over time, the reduction in their use of direct speech went hand in hand with a 

general reduction in their MTSh.  

 
Table 8.21 Comparison of mean DS MTSh proportions in subgroup III 

  NP IB 

mean C1 5.91 1.23 

mean C2 4.08 3.94 

mean C3 2.43 2.50 
n (NP) = 13, n (IB) = 13, C = composition 
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Turning to random tense shift, we can see in Table 8.22 that the two 

groups’ mean ratios of RTSh range from ~1.6 to ~4. What is interesting here is 

that while the IB students followed the general trend of making relatively few 

random tense shifts in the third set (mean RTSh = ~1.6), the NP students in 

subgroup III were the only ones to break that pattern. Starting out at a rather 

high level, they actually made more random tense shifts in the third set of 

compositions (mean RTSh = ~4). However, as can be seen in Table 8.23, none 

of the changes are statistically significant. 

 
Table 8.22 Comparison of mean RTSh ratios in subgroup III 

  NP IB mean diff. p 

mean C1 3.04 2.23 0.81 0.409 

mean C2 3.15 2.18 0.97 0.366 

mean C3 3.97 1.63 2.34* 0.022 

n (NP) = 13, n (IB) = 13, C = composition, * = significant at 0.05 level 

 
Table 8.23 Paired mean differences between the NP and IB mean RTSh ratios in 
subgroup III 

 paired 
mean diff. 

C1-C2 

p 
C1-C2 

paired 
mean diff. 

C2-C3 

p 
C2-C3 

paired 
meandiff. 

C1-C3 

p 
C1-C3 

NP 0.11 0.914 0.82 0.328 0.93 0.392 

IB -0.05 0.931 -0.55 0.563 -0.60 0.405 

n (NP) = 13, n (IB) = 13, C = composition 

 

Finally, let us briefly compare the NP and IB students’ ratios of RTSh in 

subgroup III. Table 8.22 shows how the fairly small initial difference grows 

over time, as an effect of the increasing ratio of RTSh in the NP group and the 

decreasing ratio in the IB group. In the third set of compositions the difference 

amounts to ~2.3 measurement units and is statistically significant at the five per 

cent level (p = 0.022). Figure 8.3 depicts how the RTSh changes over time in 

subgroup III. 

 



 

137 

 
Figure 8.3 Comparison between NP and IB mean RTSh ratios in subgroup III 

 

Summing up the findings in subgroup III, in the first set of compositions 

the NP students used significantly more motivated tense shift than the IB 

students. Over time, though, the NP students tended to decrease their use of 

motivated tense shift, while the IB students significantly increased theirs. In 

fact, the IB students’ figures were similar to those of the IB students in 

subgroups I and II. In the search for possible explanations for these disparate 

results, the use of different narrative structures appears to be an important 

factor, since an examination of the use of direct speech showed that there was a 

connection between the amount of direct speech and the use of motivated 

tense shift. However, the use of direct speech only helps explain the initial 

discrepancy between the two groups. In the subsequent two compositions the 

NP and IB students tended to use a similar amount of direct speech. Therefore, 

the tendency towards diverging results in sets two and three, with better results 

among the IB students, can only be speculated on. A gender-related explanation 

seems not very likely, partly because subgroup III is the subgroup where the 

distribution according to sex differs the least, partly because a gender 

comparison between the MTSh of the NP students in this subgroup showed 

that there were no significant differences.  

Since a similar pattern was found in the study on vocabulary quality, it 

seems possible that some of the underlying causes are the same. In accordance 

with the diagnostic test, subgroup III was composed of the students with the 

lowest initial proficiency levels. Consequently, there was more room for 

improvement among these students than in the other groups. Such an approach 

would explain why the IB students in subgroup III progressed and eventually 

reached a ratio of MTSh that is similar to that of the IB students in the other 

two subgroups. In the case of the NP students, on the other hand, no such 

progression could be seen.  
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Possibly, the results are related to the higher amount of exposure to 

English in the IB group. However, as speculated in 7.2.3, it might also be linked 

to certain kinds of motivation that can only be found in the IB students. It 

could also be that free written production per se was so demanding for the NP 

students that they had less leeway for paying attention to coherence and 

vocabulary (see Laufer & Nation, 1995:308). These speculations go hand in 

hand with the findings on random tense shift, where the NP students tended to 

make more errors over time while the IB students tended to make fewer. The 

diverging results actually resulted in a statistically significant difference between 

the two groups in the third set of compositions. 

8.3 Tense shift in sample compositions 

Section 8.2 presented quantitative differences in the use of motivated and 

random tense shift. In this section, sample compositions are included to 

illustrate not only the effects of different narrative strategies, but also how 

variation in tense can in fact add to the quality of a narrative. Below, six full-

length compositions from all three sets of compositions are presented. They 

were written by both NP and IB students, and were chosen to illustrate both 

high and low ratios of MTSh, as well as different ratios of direct speech and 

generic statements/meta-comments. One composition with a high RTSh is also 

presented.  

In the sample compositions, finite verbs are italicised. Bold face is used 

for tense shifts, underscore in the case of motivated tense shifts; an asterisk (*) 

in the case of random tense shifts. Motivated tense shifts due to direct speech 

(DS MTSh) are marked [DS] in the text and [GM] marks motivated tense shifts 

in generic statements and meta-comments. Finite verbs containing form errors 

are written in square brackets and doubtful cases in parenthesis. In the heading 

absolute numbers of motivated and unmotivated tense shift, motivated tense 

shift due to direct speech as well as in generic statements and meta-comments 

are summed up, and the MTSh and RTSh ratios are given in parenthesis (for a 

more extensive description of the verb categorisation, see 6.5.2.2 – 6.5.2.5).  

The first composition to be discussed originates from the first set, and is 

on the topic “While being hypnotized, I suddenly remembered one of my past 

lives”. It was written by IBA 36, a student in subgroup II. The composition’s 

MTSh is 5.4, which is a low figure. Also, it contains a rather high ratio of RTSh. 
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IBA 36 (1), subgroup II, 3 (5.4) MTSh: [DS]: 0, [GM]: 0; 3 (5.4) RTSh 
One day when I had nothing to do, I went to a person who claimed he could 
hypnotize people. I didn’t belive in that, but I decided that I wanted to find out if it 
was possible. While being Hypnotized, I did at first not notice anything, but after 
a while pictures started to grow in my head. After a while I realased that the 
pictures were part of a past life of mine. The firs thing that I saw was a beautiful 
garden with pink and red roses growing in it. In the middle of the garden on a 
bench a girl sat, she looked happy. By the clothes she was wearing I could guess 
that my memories were from the late 19th century. After a while I started to 
remember more and more things and the pictures had sound added to them and 
a film *had been created. I suddenly rememberd everything from my past life. 
My name had been Claudia and I had been the daughter of a rich man. My 
mother had died when I was only five years old, so me and my older sister had 
been raised by a nanny. At the age of seventeen I went to America for the first 
time and I *had loved it over there. So when I came back home I decided that I 
wanted to live there. When I told my plans to my father he became mad and forbade 
me from gowing there again. But at the day that I turned eightteen I left anyway. 
When I came to America I had nowhere to go, but I was luck and [meet] a man 
named Erik, he (had been) a farmer. Together with him I started to travel 
across the country. But at the time when I was about twentyseven years old we 
settled in a village in Ohio. 
Together with Erik I had two children and when my youngest child was only 
five years old, I died after faling of a horse. Suddenly I woke up, I *had been so 
suprised that the hypnotize had worked, so I almost forgott to pay the man who 
had hypnotized me. When I went to bed later that evening I thaught back on my 
past life before I fell asleap. 

 

The IBA 36 (1) narration is kept entirely in the past tense. It contains four 

motivated tense shifts, all of which are made in background clauses and into the 

past perfect. The first one, “My name had been Claudia...”, makes it clear to the 

reader that the name in question belongs to another time frame, that of the past 

life. So does the second motivated tense shift in “...me and my older sister had 

been raised by a nanny.”. The third motivated tense shift is made within the 

time frame of the present life, referring to the past event of hypnosis: “...I almost 

forgott to pay the man who had hypnotized me.”  The story also contains three 

random tense shifts, also into the past perfect. The first one, “...a film *had 

been created”, implies that the “film” would actually be completed before it 

was being shown to the narrator. However, since this “film” is in fact a 

revelation of long lost memories, it has to be described as being created while 

shown. The second random tense shift is found in “At the age of seventeen I went 

to America for the first time and I *had loved it over there.”. If the recollection is 

thought of as a film, reporting on events as they occur, the shift into the past 

perfect would indicate that the feeling of appreciation had stopped before the 
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narrator returned to her native country. Since her determination to live in 

America contradicts such an interpretation, the simple past, loved, should have 

been kept up. The last random tense shift, “...I *had been so suprised that the 

hypnotize had worked, so I almost forgott to pay...”, results in the same kind of 

disagreement in cause and effect. For the shock of the surprise to affect the 

narrator’s memory, it must still remain, which calls for the use of the simple 

past was. The use of the past perfect, however, indicates that it had already 

passed. There is also one case that was classified as doubtful: “...I was luck and 

[meet] a man named Erik, he (had been) a farmer”. Here, the text is in want of 

contextual cues, making it possible to identify what tense is called for. If 

farming is seen as a vocation, simple past was would have been the appropriate 

tense. If, however, the concept of farming is to be connected with the actual 

ownership or cultivation of land, Erik could most likely not be considered a 

farmer since he was about to “go west” when the two met. An interpretation 

like that would motivate a shift into the past perfect. As suggested by Chappell 

and Rodby (1983:316), contextual cues in the form of time adverbials would 

have clarified the meaning of this ambiguous passage (see 5.2.2.3). In such case 

the passage could have read for instance (...) he had been a farmer for ten years 

or (...) he had been a farmer before coming to America. Such contextual cues 

would have clarified the text, and made the tense shift motivated. However, not 

wanting to enforce an interpretation on this case, I did not classify it and only 

counted it as a finite verb. Lastly, this seems to be a student who has a tendency 

to make spelling mistakes. Therefore, meet was considered a form error of 

simple past met rather than a random tense shift. 

In all, IBA 36 (1) offers four motivated tense shifts that help guide the 

reader from one time sphere to another. Most likely, the story would have 

gained colour from the inclusion of other time spheres, if accompanied by 

appropriate tense shifts. Moreover, the three random tense shifts may confuse 

the reader about the inter-clausal relationships in the story. The reader might be 

uncertain about the order in which things happened, and also about the cause 

and effect of these events. As far as the vocabulary quality in this composition 

is concerned, its LFV is 7.2, which is very low (compare Tables 7.3. and 7.4).  

Next, we move on to another composition whose MTSh is very low, 2.3, 

which is in fact the lowest ratio in the study. It is a long piece of text, written by 

IBA 9 in subgroup III. Just like IBA 36 (1), it belongs to the first set of 

compositions and thus has the same topic. Unlike IBA 36 (1), however, this 

composition has a rather high LFV of 20.0. Consequently, there is a big 
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difference in vocabulary quality in these two compositions with similar MTSh 

ratios. 

 

IBA 9 (1), subgroup III, 3.5 (2.3) MTSh [DS]: 0, [GM]: 0; 8 (5.2) RTSh 
Suddenly, I woke up felt a little bit dissy I looked around. Where [were] I? 
All I could see was trees, flowers and a nice little pond. Than a thought hit me, 
how could I possibly know the names of the things I saw? The question was 
very confusing so I let it go, beause at that time I didn’t know what problems 
were. As I started to walk around I didn’t feel anything at all. I took a bath in the 
shallow pond the water was glittering blue and as the water washed over my body 
I felt alive. The birds sang songs and they never *stop, on and on they were singing 
the most beautiful songs. After a while I payed attention to the birds – They were 
very similar to eachother, they looked as they were the same species. Species a 
new word, the words just popped up in my brain. It was like someone that watched 
over me and always told me what was right and wrong. 
After a closer look at the birds I was curious, so I started to walk first along the 
white sandy shore, were I found crabs and there were plenty of them it was a crab 
population. But I didn’t worry much because something in my head told me that 
everything was the way it was supposed to be. 
A few hours later a felt some ache or I *don’t know what to call it, it was like my 
stomach needed something I [didn’t felt] fullfill_ How was I supposed to feel 
comfortable again? Like a pile of thunder, he came walking along the shore. He 
nearly looked just like me, we were similar – as the birds and the crabs. 
When he saw me he looked suprise but he wasn’t scared. 
With my hands I tried to formulate the feeling I had inside, hunger. I understood 
and from a gorgeous tree he picked me three great yellow oranges and I ate, they 
melted on my tongue and I gave him a pleased smile. 
I wanted to know more about him who was he this beautiful stranger, were there 
more of the same speices as him and I? 
How could I make him understand, I took a look at the birds and saw, when 
they sang they *open the hole in their faces and just *push music out of it. So I 
gave it a try I opened my mouth and pushed up sound from my stomach. At the 
same time I wanted to say the words I knew how to formulate them. Flowing 
through my body was a river of surprise and more surprised I got when he had 
the same vocabulary and *answer my questions. He asked me for my name, I 
didn’t know my name, but at the moment the thought flew threugh my head, I 
[knowed] my name was Eve. We started to play, we named everything in our 
surroundings. Now I felt my smile wasn’t enough I wanted to show him my 
happiness. So I started to laugh it was a wonderful feeling that filled up all my 
body. We laughed for hours for no reason. It was just as simple as that if you felt 
for laughing you just *laugh. And the days went on, we walked in the forest ate 
what the nature had to offer.  
Time we had plenty, what was time? 
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We slept when we felt tired and ate when we felt hungry. We sang with the birds, 
bathed with the fishes and *laugh with eachother. Probably everything would 
have continued like this, if we hadn’t found the big dark and scary tree. 
One day when we were walking it just appeared in front of us. At first we didn’t 
want to go near it, why would we? So we turned around, but than a quiet big 
snake came crawling on the ground.  
Asked us – Why won’t you taste the fruit of that tree, tastier fruit you can’t eat! 
We looked at eachother and thought – why wouldn’t we? But we both felt very 
uncomfortable with this situation. The spirit inside me told me something was 
wrong, but I couldn't hear it clearly enough. So we walked to the tree and picked 
us an apple each and the snake was right it was delicious. 
After dinner I felt very tired and fell asleep so did my friend Adam. 
When I woke up I realiced something had been changed, I felt naked and 
ashamed infront of Adam. I couldn’t just sit infront of a person that wasn’t like 
me totaly naked. I *run into the forest and [catched] some fig leaves and tied 
them around my waist and over my chest.  
I also picked some for Adam. 
When I reached the tree I saw that he [had just waked] up. 
I looked at him with new eyes it was a sparkling feeling that filled my body, my 
heart [beated] faster like a drum. I wanted to show him this not just laugh with 
him. So we started kissing and we made love, it was a complete feeling we two 
melted into one and created love.  
But with the love came the pain, the hates and the sorrows. We started to arguing 
couldn’t laugh to everything we started to get sick of the difference between us. 
But even if we weren’t always friends and not *laugh and played all the time. We 
had found something much more important and even better, we found love. 

 

Like IBA 36 (1), IBA 9 (1) is set in the past tense, and all the motivated tense 

shifts are background and into the past perfect, referring to a time sphere prior 

to that of the immediate line of story. In “Probably everything would have continued 

like this, if we hadn’t found the big dark and scary tree.”, the past perfect in fact 

expresses hypothetical meaning, triggered by the modal auxiliary would in the 

previous clause. In “When I woke up I realiced something had been changed...” 

the use of the past perfect makes it clear to the reader that the change took 

place while the narrator was asleep. Although the change of voice into the 

passive is not called for, the tense shift itself is motivated. The tense shift in “...I 

saw that he [had just waked] up.” tells us that the awakening had taken place 

before the narrator got there. The erroneous form, however, makes it count as 

only 0.5 motivated tense shift. The last motivated tense shift occurs in “We had 

found something much more important...”, which should have been incorporated as 

the main clause of the preceding subordinate clause. The past perfect points out 

that the falling in love had happened before the couple started to experience 

minor disagreements. Obviously, the past perfect should have been kept up 
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also in the last finite verb of the composition. However, reversion to the default 

tense has not been counted as tense shift. As to the random tense shifts, they 

are all made into the simple present in situations where the simple past should 

have been kept up. The tense shift in “...a felt some ache or I *don’t know what to 

call it...”, could actually have been considered a meta-comment if it had not 

been for the feeling actually being identified as hunger a few lines down. That 

means that the narrator had to have been familiar with the concept at the time 

of writing, which makes the tense shift random. As regards the remaining seven 

random tense shifts, they do not seem to be the result of misused generic 

statements or meta-comments. Consequently, there must be some other 

explanation for their use. According to prototype theory (see 5.2.2.2), the 

inherent properties of verbs make them likely to trigger one specific tense or 

aspect. However, in the verbs concerned here, it is only know that is a stative 

verb and thus would be likely to trigger the use of the present tense. In fact, 

stop, open and answer are all achievement verbs, which according to Shirai 

(2002:457f) are likely to trigger past tense use. Instead, what comes closest to 

hand is Klein’s (1993:105ff) theory of default verb forms (see 5.2.1), where base 

forms are generalised and used overall. Although this is a feature of the early 

stages of L2 learning, default verb forms can nevertheless be retained over time. 

Possibly, this is the case in IBA 9 (1). 

Overall, IBA 9 (1) is a vivid narration, which nevertheless could have 

become even richer through a more frequent use of different time spheres 

within the past tense. The composition mainly contains foreground clauses, 

moving the story forwards in chronological order. According to Bardovi-Harlig 

(2000:278), a high ratio of foreground clauses is a feature found among lower-

level learners. There is also a high ratio of RTSh, which tends to confuse the 

reader and might affect the reader’s impression of the story in a negative way.  

We now turn to a composition with one of the highest ratios of MTSh in 

this study, 31.7. It was written by NPA 109 in subgroup III and, just like the 

two preceding compositions, it originates from the first set.  

 

NPA 109 (1), subgroup III, 19 (31.7) MTSh, [DS]: 13, [GM]: 0; 1 (1.7) RTSh 
In front of me I saw a big man, with a long white beard. He looked very sad and 
I could see a tear falling down from his right eye. I took a step forward and asked 
him. 
- What’s [DS] wrong? 
He looked at me with big kind eyes. 
- Well… this is [DS] very hard for me to tell, he said. But… I’m [DS] your 
father! 



 

144 

Everything got black. What did he say? He… my father?! I couldn’t think clear, all 
this came as a big chock to me. I hadn’t seen my father in 20 years! And now… 
he stood infront of me…? 
- Öh, öh, öh… well…, I said 
- I understand [DS] that this is a big chock for you, but I hope you will listen 
to what I have to say. 
Everything got quiet. He continued speaking to me. 
- I [have longing] for this moment in 20 years, to see my lovely daughter. And 
I’m [DS] so sorry for all the pain I caused [DS] you. I know that you never can 
forgive me for that. But… I hope you will give me a second chance. 
I suddenly felt very very angry. 
- Why [haven’t you visit] me earlier? I screamed. You had 20 years! 20 years! 
Tears started falling down my cheeks. I sat down at the ground and cried. 
- I know [DS], he said, I’m [DS] a big piece of shit. But the truth is I was [DS] 
so scared. I didn’t want to hurt you more. I thought that maybe I would cause you 
more pain if I *visit you. Maybe I would tere up all your memories from the 
time a left [DS] you…? I’m so sorry! 
He gave me a small hug and looked at me 
- I will stay at a nearby hotel, he said. This is [DS] my number.  
He gave me a small piece of paper 
- Call me if you want [DS]. 
He walked away and there I sat, all by myself, crying like a little baby. 
Two days later I picked up the phone and called the number to my dad. 
- Hello, this is [DS] Jonathan Brown. 
- Hi, it’s your daughter. I can never forgive you for leaving me, but I will give 
you a second chance. 

Both started crying 

 

As we can see, the narrative structure of NPA 109 (1) is largely built on 

dialogue. In combination with the past tense framework of the story, the use of 

direct speech leads to a large number of tense shifts between the simple past 

and the simple present, 13 out of 19 in all. These 13 tense shifts would not have 

been called for, had the writer chosen indirect speech instead. Nevertheless, the 

use of direct speech enlivens the text, causing it to flow back and forth between 

the past and the present. Only one tense shift is background and occurs within 

the framework of the past, namely that into the past perfect in “I hadn’t seen 

my father in 20 years!”. It reflects a situation that is only valid up to that specific 

point in the narration. The remaining six motivated tense shifts are all made 

within the present tense framework, two of them into the present perfect and 

four into the future in the present. Had the writer made use of indirect speech, 

tense shift would still have been called for in these cases, but instead, they 

would have been into the past perfect and the future in the past. The shifts into 
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the present perfect are found in the following two cases: “- I [have longing] for 

this moment in 20 years...” and “- Why [haven’t you visit] me earlier?”. They both 

describe a state of affairs that remains true up to the very encounter of the two 

people. However, as both verb phrases contain a form error, they only count as 

0.5 motivated tense shift each. The tense shifts into the future in the present are 

all quite straightforward. In addition, NPA 109 (1) contains one random tense 

shift, in “I thought that maybe I would cause you more pain if I *visit you.” There, we 

find a shift from the simple past into the simple present. Possibly, this is a case 

where the use of a default form is generalised, as was suggested for the I don’t 

know written by IBA 9 (1). Another possibility would be that the writer loses 

track of the indirect speech she is temporarily using and returns to direct 

speech, which is in use elsewhere in the composition. 

Summing up, NPA 109 (1) is a vivid story, with a large number of 

motivated tense shifts, most of which are due to the use of direct speech. The 

student seems confident in moving between the time spheres of the past and 

the present and knows when to change the tense. Nevertheless, the two form 

errors suggest that aspect, as demonstrated in the erroneous use of the perfect 

and the progressive, might be problematic to this student. As far as the 

vocabulary quality of this composition is concerned, it has a rather low LFV of 

10.9.  

Below, we find another composition whose MTSh is high. It was written 

by IBB 21 from subgroup I, and belongs to the third set of compositions. It is 

on the topic “How an unexpected event made me remember one of the most 

remarkable episodes of my life”. Unlike NPA 109 (1), IBB 21 (3) contains no 

direct speech at all.  

 

IBB 21 (3), subgroup I, 12 (25.5) MTSh [DS]: 0, [GM]: 11; 0 (0) RTSh 
It’s [GM] always the first thing that pops up in my head when someone says 
England. No, correction, they don’t even have to say anything, the look they give 
me is enough to make me turn crimson in a matter of seconds. I had always 
dreamt of going to London, there was nothing in particular I wanted to see, I 
just thought I couldn’t live without the feeling of having been in England. Now, I 
just wished I could have fought that urge down, before it was too late. 
My friends laugh [GM] at me when I tell them. They say that they understand, 
and that I shouldn’t care. At least I’ll be remembered [GM]. It’s [GM] just 
that fact which troubles me the most. I could take being remembered for that 
incidence by ordinary people, or almost anybody, but not by THEM! 
I often thank my lucky star the British newspapers weren’t there. I could have 
made it to the first page. Without doubt. I can imagine the headlines flashing 
like bright neon lights and paper-boy’s screaming out my name with a chuckle 
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on their lips. I think [GM] I would have died. Rather that than being 
humiliated infront of an entire people! 
Perhaps I am exaggerating the whole incidence. Perhaps the guards and the mass 
of photographing tourists somehow sheltered me, perhaps THEY didn’t see. On 
the other hand, how could they not? I have never been [GM] invisible and it 
WAS rather clumsily performed. Perhaps if I had… I know [GM] it doesn’t help 
much, playing the ‘what-if’-game. It doesn’t comfort me and it doesn’t take away the 
embarrasment and the humiliation I felt. A fact is [GM] a fact and you can’t 
change the past. How typical! 
Perhaps I should try to see the entire episode from the bright side. After all why 
would someone care to remember a single stupid Swedish tourist, when there 
are millions of them? Even though what I did was extraordinarily clumsy, there 
must have been someone who was worse than me, right? The thought is [GM] 
just the tiniest bit comforting. At least I wasn’t grown up, and couldn’t be held 
entirely responsible. It comes [GM] with the wonders of being a kid. I guess I 
should be rather proud! I have something remarkable to tell my grandchildren 
when I grow old. Not everyone has met [GM] the British royal family, and 
certainly not everybody fell flat on their face at Queen Elizabeth’s feet when 
they did! 

 

The narrative structure in IBB 21 (3) is different from that in the compositions 

we have seen so far. Instead of a more or less chronological relation of the 

chain of events, the actual story in IBB 21 (3) is only revealed in short glimpses, 

in an effort to make the reader curious about what had actually happened. The 

story fragments are kept in the past tense, but the majority of the narrative is 

built up by generic statements and meta-comments. Still, I chose to regard the 

tense of the actual story, the simple past, as the default tense, with the effect 

that the shifts into the simple past are not counted in this piece of text. Turning 

to the 12 motivated tense shifts, 11 out of them function as generic statements 

or meta-comments, and as such, are in the present tense. The majority of them 

are in the simple present, while two are in the present perfect and one in the 

future in the present. As representations of the present perfect, both “I have 

never been invisible...” and “Not everyone has met the British royal family...” describe 

facts that are still valid at the time of writing. The remaining motivated tense 

shift is background and as such kept within the framework of the past tense, 

shifting to the past perfect: “I had always dreamt of going to London...”. There, we 

get to understand that, at the time of writing, the dream was already fulfilled. 

When it comes to random tense shift, there are no such examples in IBB 21 (3). 

The vocabulary quality in terms of LFV is average in this composition, with a 

ratio of 18.5. 
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On the whole, IBB 21 shows excellent command of the tenses in this her 

third composition, moving almost flawlessly between the spheres of the past 

and the present. Whether the somewhat different narrative structure appeals to 

the reader is a matter of subjective judgement. However, the narrative is 

certainly animated by the many motivated tense shifts.  

The fifth composition comes from the second set and is on the topic 

“How I came to meet one of the most well-known people on earth”. The writer 

was an IB student from subgroup I, IBB 7, whose MTSh was very high in spite 

of a complete absence of direct speech, just as was the case in the composition 

discussed above, IBB 21 (3). 

 

IBB 7 (2), subgroup I, 21 (26.2) MTSh, [DS]: 0, [GM]: 8; 1 (1.2) RTSh 

I am going to tell [GM] you the most amazing story. I am [GM] not sure 
whether you will believe [GM] it or not, but it is [GM] so fantastic that it has 
to be told. 
 It all happened about two years ago. I was attending my cousins wedding in a 
small village in the north of America. My cousin, Miranda, had been planning 
her wedding for a long time. She wanted everything to be perfect on her special 
day. Of course, she had thought about every single detail. The wedding started 
well and at first, everything seemed to follow her plans. But, on our way to the 
reception, we all noticed that it had become remarkably dark outside. The sky 
was covered with black, enormous clouds. 
 Naturally, as we all expected, it began to rain. It was no ordinary rain, the sky 
completely opened up and the water was pouring down. Luckily, we made it to the 
local inn, were the reception was held. 
 Miranda was devasted but I told her that the rain would probably soon be 
over. Actually, I can’t help smiling to myself when I write [GM] this. If I had 
known what would happen later, I wouldn’t have been so reassuring. 
 In any case, the beginning of the reception was how it was meant to be. 
But when we had all finished our food and the bestman was supposed to give his 
speech, the door to the room opened. Outside, a crowd of about fifty people 
waited. They explained that the highway was flooded and that there was nowhere 
for them to hide from the rain except at the inn. 
 Miranda and her husband, who are [GM] very friendly and caring, invited 
them in to the room. They were served the food that was left over. 
 I happened to notice a man who looked familiar. He was wearing dark 
sunglasses and an odd hat, but something about him made me feel as if I had 
seen him somewhere. He stood with his face turned from everyone and appeared 
to be worried. I was about to approach him when even more people came into 
the room from the rain outside. He was lost in the crowd. 
 I didn’t think more of the mysterious man until I saw him again, on my way 
to the bathroom. That *is when I realized who he was and where I had seen 
him before. It was, believe it or not, George W Bush! When he saw the 
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expression on my face, he understood that I had recognized him. He asked me 
not to tell anyone, at least not until he had left. It would have been dangerous. 
 Later, he was fetched by a helicopter and probably went home to the White 
House. At the inn, we had a fantastic party. There were altogether about two 
hundred “uninvited” guests. 
 The rain continued all night and the next day, we heard on the news that it 
was the worst rain ever in the area. In the end, I told everyone that Bush had 
been there. Understandably, no one believed me. I have been watching [GM] 
the wedding film that was recorded at the reception over and over again, but 
Bush (is not caught) on tape. I am [GM] the only one who knows that he really 
was there. And Bush himself, of course. 

 

IBB 7 (2) is kept in the past tense, but set in a framework of present tense at 

the very beginning and end of the narrative. Since the simple past is regarded as 

the default tense, the first use of it is not counted as a tense shift, although it 

follows upon the present-tense framework. This present-tense framework is 

based on generic statements and meta-comments directed at the reader, 

anchoring it in the time of writing. Within the story, the narrator makes another 

two shifts into the present tense. The first one, in “Actually, I can’t help smiling to 

myself when I write [2] this”, is a meta-comment. This passage, inserted between 

comments about the weather, reveals to the reader that the remainder of the 

story will be set in extreme weather conditions. Along with the other tense 

shifts in that passage, the meta-comment makes the reader feel confident that 

the course of events is clear to the writer already in the first half of the story. 

The second shift into the simple present, “Miranda and her husband, who are [2] 

very friendly and caring...” is a generic statement about the personalities of two 

subordinate characters in the story. In all, generic statements and meta-

comments make up a good third of the motivated tense shifts in this 

composition. The remaining tense shifts are made in background clauses. They 

are kept within the framework of the past tense, and represent shifts into the 

past perfect and the future in the past. Together, they help accentuate and 

clarify the structure of different time layers within the story, the past perfect 

showing that the state of affairs had been completed at the reported stage of 

the story. IBB 7 (2) also contains an unmotivated tense shift into the simple 

present, in “... I saw him again, on my way to the bathroom. That *is when I realized 

who he was...”, where it was considered to have been better to keep up the 

simple past: was. Possibly, this shows how a grammatically variable expression is 

treated as a fixed expression. Lastly, there is also a doubtful case, “Bush (is not 

caught) on tape”, where the simple present cannot be seen as erroneous, but 

where the past perfect had not been caught would have been preferable. Like other 
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doubtful cases, it is only part of the finite verb count. In all, IBB 7 (2) is a 

highly coherent narration, where the many motivated tense shifts not only serve 

their purpose of guiding the reader through the various time layers, but also add 

a lot of colour to the story. In terms of vocabulary quality, IBB 7 (2) has an 

LFV of 15.6, which is an average figure. Again, we see that there is not 

necessarily a connection between the ratios of MTSh and LFV.  

To finish off, let us take a look at a composition with a high ratio of 

RTSh. It was written by NPA 184 from subgroup III and comes from the first 

set of compositions. It is short with an RTSh of 11.4 and a very low MTSh of 

only 2.8.  

  

NPA 184 (1), subgroup III, 1 (2.8) MTSh: [DS]: 0, [GM]: 0; 4 (11.4) RTSh 
I remembered when I was a monkey, jumping in the trees in Somalia. I was a little 
monkey, hairy and very, very cute. My mother was a very old monkey and her 
hair had become white. My father was the biggest monkey *I’ve had ever 
seen. His hairy back was glimmering in silver and he had long nails on his fingers. 
My favourite meal *is apples, I know, everyone says that monkeys only [eats] 
bananas, but that’s a lie, I really love apples… 
I have a very good monkeyfriend too, his name is Daniel. 
I really like him alot, but sometimes I go crazy about him, cause he *kissing and 
huging every monkeygirl he see’s. 
Well, what could I tell you more? All the monkeys who [lives] in Somalia [hates] 
peoples. We throw appels at every man or woman who came to us, to look at our 
cute faces. 
I *like other animals, but I hate humans. Humans are crule. they cut our trees 
down so [there’s] no trees to jump in anymore… We monkeys [loves] to jump 
and climb in trees, you see. and that’s enough from me, I hope you enjoy this short 
but very good story.  
see you later aligator! 

 

This story shows quite clearly how a writer can lose control over different time 

frames and thus fail to keep up the temporal stance (see 5.2.2.3). NPA 184 

starts out in the past tense, and correctly uses the past perfect in a background 

clause describing a change that had already occurred at the reported stage in the 

narrative: “My mother was a very old monkey and her hair had become white”.  

Then, however, she seems no longer to remember her choice of time frame, in 

fact using both the present and the past perfect at once in “My father was the 

biggest monkey *I’ve had ever seen”. She then goes on by making a random shift 

into the simple present in “My favourite meal *is apples...” In this case a 

classification as a meta-comment is ruled out since it is clearly the favourite 

meal of the monkey that is being described, and not that of the narrator being 
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hypnotised. The next instance to be classified as random is found in “...sometimes 

I go crazy about him, cause he *kissing and huging every monkeygirl he see’s”. There, a 

progressive form is used without an auxiliary, which according to the criteria 

used automatically classifies it as a random tense shift (see 6.5.2.1). In fact, 

according to Ionin & Wexler’s (2002:107) theory, suppletive auxiliary forms are 

likely to be used correctly, possibly because of their slightly more conspicuous 

use as compared to inflectional affixes (see 5.2.2.1). Quite in line with this 

theory, these kinds of mistakes are rare in the compositions. The last random 

tense shift is found in “We throw appels at every man or woman who came to us, to 

look at our cute faces. I *like other animals, but I hate humans”. In this passage, the 

writer temporarily loses track of her new time frame, and slips back into the 

simple past in came. Since this is the original default tense, the switch is not 

included in the count. However, the subsequent switch back to the present 

tense, in like, is considered a random tense shift. 

The lack of consistency in the setting in time of NPA 184 (1) results in a 

rather chaotic narrative. In combination with the subject-verb agreement errors, 

the average level of vocabulary quality (LFV: 16.2) does not do much to 

improve the impression given by this composition.  

To sum up the findings in the sample compositions, they showed how the 

use of tense shift affects the intelligibility and the colouring of the narratives. 

They demonstrated how random tense shifts disturbed coherence by blurring 

the chain of events and making it difficult to understand the relationship 

between different time spheres in a narrative. Restraining the number of tense 

shifts might be a way to avoid such errors, but at the same time such a strategy 

is likely to result in rather dull texts. As a contrast, the sample compositions 

showed how, in combination with clear tense shift pointers, the use of multiple 

time layers made the story much more interesting and vivid. We could also see 

how motivated tense shift served the purpose of guiding the reader in and out 

of different time layers. Mastery of the tense system combined with generous 

application of different time layers might thus be an important factor in the 

production of appealing texts. Lastly, the sample compositions showed that in 

individual compositions there was no straightforward connection between the 

use of motivated tense shift and the level of vocabulary quality. Consequently, a 

high MTSh did not necessarily go with a high LFV. 
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8.4 Tense shift: summary and conclusion  

In this chapter, I have shown how the use of tense shift affected the 

intelligibility and colouring of texts. Motivated tense shifts acted as pointers that 

promoted coherence and helped guide the reader through the different time 

layers of the story. Also, an appropriate use of multiple time layers tended to 

have the effect of adding to the vividness of a story, thus making it a more 

interesting read. At the same time, it appeared that not all kinds of tense shift 

were necessarily testament to good writing skills. This was evident for tense 

shift due to the use of direct speech, which did not automatically correlate with 

high proficiency. In the case of random tense shifts, however, it was clear that 

they disrupted the interpretation of a story. 

The analysis of the use of tense shift in the compositions led to some 

interesting findings. Initially, mean MTSh and RTSh were roughly the same in 

the NP and IB groups overall. Over time, however, the use of tense shift 

diverged in the two groups. While the NP students’ mean MTSh remained 

unchanged, the IB students used significantly more motivated tense shift and at 

the same time slightly decreased their use of random tense shift. In the third 

composition, the difference between the two groups’ mean MTSh was 

statistically significant. 

The comparison of the results in the subgroups showed that there were 

interesting differences in the two groups’ use of tense shift depending on 

subgroup. For the IB students, there were big initial differences in the use of 

motivated tense shift, with a high mean MTSh in subgroup I, a somewhat lower 

mean MTSh in subgroup II and lower still in subgroup III. In the final 

composition, however, the IB students’ mean MTSh was about the same in all 

three subgroups. This meant that there was increasing use of motivated tense 

shift in subgroups II and III, the latter students’ increase being statistically 

significant. The mean MTSh of the IB students in subgroup I remained 

constant, but despite that, another kind of change could be seen in that these 

students tended to make less use of direct speech. This meant that they used a 

different narrative structure in their compositions, using a higher ratio of 

subtler motivated tense shift than the straightforward shifts between the past 

and the simple present often found in dialogue. Among the NP students the 

results differed much more in the three subgroups. There, it was subgroup III 

that initially had the highest mean MTSh, showing a very high figure that could 

basically be attributed to their generous use of direct speech. In the last 

composition, however, it was only subgroup I that reached a mean MTSh 
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similar to that of the three IB subgroups. While subgroup II did not increase 

their mean MTSh enough to reach that level, in subgroup III there was a 

decrease in the ratio of mean MTSh over time. This implies that there was a big 

difference between NP and IB results in subgroup III, where there was 

improvement in the ‘all English’ IB group, while the NP group’s results 

decreased.  

When it comes to random tense shift, the findings partly followed the 

patterns of motivated tense shift. For the IB students, all three subgroups 

ended up using a rather low ratio of RTSh, all with similar figures. Among the 

NP students, on the other hand, it was only in subgroups I and II that a lower 

ratio of RTSh could be found over time. In the third set of compositions, the 

mean RTSh of these NP students were similar to those found in the three IB 

subgroups. As for the NP students in subgroup III, however, the compositions 

in the third set actually contained a higher ratio of RTSh than the first set. In 

fact, in that third set, the difference between the NP and IB students’ RTSh 

ratios was statistically significant. 

Interestingly, in subgroup III, the MTSh pattern mirrors the one that was 

found in the study on vocabulary quality. Therefore, it could again be 

speculated that for the students with lower initial proficiency, as measured by 

the diagnostic test, there was simply more room for improvement than for the 

students in the other two subgroups. However, as in the case of vocabulary 

quality, it was only the IB students in subgroup III who actually progressed. 

The NP students in fact tended to decrease their use of motivated tense shift. 

On the whole, the results on tense shift match those on vocabulary quality, 

even though it needs to be pointed out that this correlation was not necessarily 

found in individual compositions. Nevertheless, the findings suggest that the 

‘all English’ IB students appear to have an advantage over the students who 

study English as a subject only, both when it comes to vocabulary and the use 

of tense shift. As in the study on vocabulary, the divergence over time is not 

likely to be explicable by gender alone. The reason could of course be the 

difference in classroom exposure to English, but it is also possible that reasons 

for the difference may be found outside the classroom. One such factor will be 

discussed in the next chapter, where motivation, as reported in the 

questionnaire, is examined. 
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9 Motivation: Analysis and results  

Students’ achievements in school are influenced by both external and internal 

factors. External factors are for instance a student’s teacher or the medium of 

instruction. Even if all external factors were the same, however, students’ 

achievements are still likely to differ due to differences in internal factors such 

as the student’s language aptitude and mood when evaluations are made. One 

very important internal factor is motivation, which has been shown in many 

studies to facilitate learning (see e.g. Gardner & Lambert, 1972:3, 12ff; Gardner, 

1985:7; Gottfried, 1985:642; Pintrich & de Groot, 1990:33; Pintrich & Schunk, 

1996:6). The present study attempts to discover to what degree the results of 

the NP and IB groups could be due to differences in motivation. In this chapter 

I will assess and discuss the participants’ motivation as reflected in the 

questionnaire (see Appendix 4, 6.4.2 and 6.5.4). I will look at the questions that 

have to do with their self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, and goal orientation. 

After that I will turn to affective factors and lastly to social factors. In each 

section, I will begin by comparing the two groups overall, and then continue 

with comparisons of the three subgroups. Below, where motivational facets are 

related to the students’ use of vocabulary and tense shift, I will subsume the 

latter two under the more general term proficiency. 

9.1 Self-efficacy  

As described in 3.1.2, self-efficacy is a kind of estimation people make of their 

ability to achieve specific goals, estimations that build on e.g. ability and prior 

experience in a particular field. Because high self-efficacy has been found to 

correlate with use of effective learning strategies as well as high grades at a 

subsequent stage (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996:81), answers relating to the two 

groups’ estimated self-efficacy will be compared below. In the questionnaire 

there were five questions on self-efficacy that could constitute an index variable 

(see 6.5.4 for an explanation). One of them (no. 11, part 2) dealt with the extent 

to which the students were satisfied with their accomplishments in English, and 

the other four (nos. 14-17, part 2) dealt with the students’ estimations of their 

ability to understand spoken and written English as well as to speak and write 

in English themselves.  
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9.1.1 Overall comparison between NP and IB 

Self-efficacy, as measured by the index variable described above, was similar in 

the two groups (averaging 25 out of a maximum of 30). That there was little 

difference between the two groups is perhaps not so surprising in light of the 

fact that their grade point averages from compulsory school were the same. 

Consequently, in the two groups overall, self-efficacy does not seem to be a 

motivational factor that could explain the different proficiency results as 

measured in this study. However, since a person’s self-efficacy builds on prior 

accomplishments, it cannot be ruled out that the judgements might have been 

different if measured at a later stage in the study. 

9.1.2 Comparison of the subgroups 

The results in each of the subgroups are similar to those in the overall group, 

showing no large differences between the NP and IB groups. What can be seen, 

though, is that self-efficacy differed between the subgroups, subgroup I having 

the highest average (26.62) and subgroup III the lowest (23.23). Unfortunately, 

statistical significance could not be tested. Generally, paired samples statistics 

was used to do such tests (t-tests for independent means; see 6.5.4). In the case 

of index variables, t-tests can only be carried out when there is a normal 

distribution of scores; in other cases, chi-squared tests have to be used. Still, in 

a few cases, like the present one, the number of students in each group was too 

small to use chi-squared tests. Nevertheless, the results show a tendency that 

could be interpreted as further confirmation of the criteria used in subdividing 

the students, since the results are well in line with the students’ own estimations 

of their abilities. Be that as it may, self-efficacy fails to explain differences in the 

NP and IB students’ proficiency as measured in this study. 

9.2 Intrinsic motivation 

As mentioned earlier, motivation is often seen along two continuums, one 

intrinsic and one extrinsic (see 3.1.2). Of the two, intrinsic motivation has been 

found to correlate positively both with behaviours that facilitate achievement, 

and with achievement per se (Gottfried, 1985:642). In order to see if there was 

a difference between the two groups, a comparison of their reported intrinsic 
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motivation was made. As in the case of self-efficacy, it was possible to create an 

index variable that measured intrinsic motivation. It comprised four questions, 

all in the second part of the questionnaire. Three of them concerned foreign 

languages in general, namely no. 33, to what extent the students enjoyed 

learning languages, no. 34, to what extent they found it stimulating to use 

foreign languages and no. 35, to what extent they enjoyed perceiving increasing 

mastery of foreign languages. The fourth question (no. 36, part 2) was about 

how much the students enjoyed learning English. 

9.2.1 Overall comparison between NP and IB 

The results of the index variable reveal a difference between the two groups, 

with a significantly higher intrinsic value reported for the IB group than for the 

NP group (2.79 as compared with 2.24, max 3, χ2=13.926, df=2, p=0.001). 

However, two additional questions in the questionnaire could also be used to 

estimate intrinsic motivation. One of them concerned the degree to which the 

students came into contact with English in their spare time. Here, two kinds of 

extramural exposure were compared, namely reading English books and 

magazines (question no. 19, part 1) and playing computer games in English 

(question no. 21, part 1), both of which have been shown to correlate positively 

with vocabulary acquisition (Sylvén, 2004:226). When it comes to the present 

study, there were clear differences between the two groups. Spare time reading 

in English was significantly more frequent among the IB students than the NP 

students (NP: 2.72, IB: 3.19, max 4; p=0.004). The NP students, on the other 

hand, reported that they played computer games in English significantly more 

often than the IB students (NP: 2.79, IB: 2.12, max 4; p=0.004). Possibly, the 

IB students’ lower interest in computer games might have to do with the fact 

that male students were underrepresented in the IB group and that computer 

games tend to be male activities (Sylvén, 2004:226; Sundqvist, forthcoming).  

Another question which also taps into intrinsic motivation is whether the 

students believed they might later study English at university (no. 37). 

According to their answers, the IB students were significantly more inclined to 

do so (NP: 4.60, IB: 5.33, max 6; p=0.005). In sum, most of the measurements 

of intrinsic motivation point to there being a higher degree of intrinsic 

motivation among the IB students than the NP students. Therefore, differences 

in intrinsic motivation might be a motivational factor that could help explain 

the differences found in the students’ proficiency as measured in this study. 
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9.2.2 Comparison of the subgroups 

Next, the intrinsic value of the subgroups was compared, again using the index 

variable based on questions 33-36. Interestingly, it turned out that only two of 

the three subgroups followed the overall pattern of higher degrees of intrinsic 

motivation among the IB students, namely subgroups II (NP: 19.42, IB: 21.92, 

max 24) and III (NP: 18.54, IB: 22.31, max 24). Unfortunately, as in the case of 

self-efficacy, the number of students in each subgroup was too small to test 

statistical significance. Nevertheless, it is in an interesting finding, since it was in 

subgroups II and, above all, III that the NP and IB results diverged the most 

over time, with progression in the IB group and cases of regression in the NP 

group. In subgroup I, on the other hand, the intrinsic motivation of the two 

groups differed much less (NP: 21.11, IB: 21.94, max 24). Interestingly, in this 

subgroup the NP and IB students’ results on proficiency, as it is measured here, 

did not diverge over time.  

As regards extramural exposure, the subgroups deviated from the pattern 

revealed by the index variable used to measure intrinsic motivation. When it 

comes to how often the students read in English in their spare time, the NP 

students’ results were in fact similar in all three subgroups. The IB students 

reported on more frequent spare time reading, but only in subgroups I and II, 

where the differences between the groups were statistically significant (p=0.041; 

p=0.020). In subgroup III, on the other hand, the IB and NP students reported 

that they devoted roughly the same amount of spare time to reading in English. 

In fact, the IB students in subgroup III reported that they read books in 

English in their spare time to a significantly lesser degree than the IB students 

in subgroup I (p=0.004). As regards playing computer games in English, the 

figures for the NP students were higher in all three subgroups, but it is only in 

subgroup III that the difference between NP and IB results was statistically 

significant (p=0.009).  

The results for the third variable to measure intrinsic motivation, namely 

the students’ inclination towards studying English at university, suggest that 

there is a correlation between intrinsic motivation and proficiency. While the 

NP and IB students’ responses were similar in subgroup I, in subgroups II and 

III the IB students were significantly more positive towards studying English at 

university level than the NP students’ (p=0.041; p=0.012). 
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9.3 Goal orientation 

As pointed out in 3.1.3, motivation is likely to be influenced by the kinds of 

goals that are being pursued. While an emphasis on ability is likely to result in 

an ego orientation where achievement is perceived as innate and hard to 

influence, an emphasis on effort has been linked to a mastery orientation, 

characterised e.g. by a willingness to work hard and persistently, while not 

shying away from difficult tasks. Since mastery orientation is the form of goal 

orientation that has been found to correlate positively with success in school 

(Maehr & Yamaguchi, 2001:134; Ames & Archer, 1988:264; Salili et al., 2001:8), 

student orientations were compared to see if there was a link between 

proficiency and mastery orientation. Effort being the keystone of mastery 

orientation, the degree of mastery orientation was calculated based on the 

amount of effort the students reported that they put into English, specifically, 

into using English in class (questions 24 and 23, part 1), the estimated time they 

devoted to doing English homework (question 8, part 1) and the time and 

effort they put into English in general (question 10, part 2). 

9.3.1 Overall comparison between NP and IB 

During the time that the material for the present study was collected, the IB 

students inevitably had a lot more opportunities to use English than the NP 

students, both in speech and in writing. Still, as regards the English lessons in 

specific, the NP students reported that they used less English than the IB 

students, both for speaking in class (NP: 2.67, IB: 3.61, max 4; p=0.000) and 

for taking notes (NP: 2.51, IB: 3.91, max 4; p=0.000). This means that not only 

less time was allocated to English in NP, but also that during this restricted 

time, the NP students used English to a lesser extent than the IB students. 

Moreover, IB students reported that they put significantly more time and work 

into English in general (NP: 3.00, IB: 3.63, max 6; p = 0.016), and into English 

homework in particular than the NP students (NP: 1.67, IB: 2.88, max 5; 

p=0.000). 

In terms of the students’ goal orientation, these results suggest a higher 

inclination towards mastery orientation in the IB group. This is an 

interpretation that is consistent with the diverging proficiency results of the two 

groups, the IB group being the one which showed the most improvement over 

time. 
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9.3.2 Comparison of the subgroups 

Can any differences be discerned between the subgroups as to the effort they 

put into English? When it comes to speaking English in the English lessons, it 

turned out that all three subgroups showed the same pattern, with significantly 

more use of English among the IB students (p=0.013; 0.000; 0.000). In terms 

of taking notes in English, however, there was an interesting difference. 

Whereas the IB students in all three subgroups indicated that they took notes in 

English to about the same extent, there was a striking difference between 

subgroups for the NP students. In NP subgroups II and III, English was not 

only used significantly less than among the IB students in those subgroups 

(p=0.000; 0.000), it was also used significantly less than in NP subgroup I 

(p=0.003; 0.001).  

When it comes to the time spent on English homework and the time and 

effort spent on English in general, in all three subgroups the IB students 

reported that they worked harder than the NP students. Nonetheless, since the 

differences are not statistically significant, the results may have arisen due to 

chance. The results for subgroups II and III, however, approach statistical 

significance (p=0.055; 0.065). In the students’ reports on English homework, 

the pattern with a higher amount of effort put in by the IB students was 

repeated. In this case, however, the differences in subgroups II (NP: 1.70, IB: 

3.31) and III (NP: 1.77, IB: 2.85) were both statistically significant (p=0.000 and 

0.026), while in subgroup I, they were not (NP: 1.56, IB: 2.56, max 5; p=0.053). 

In all, since the IB students in subgroups II and III in some respects claimed 

that they put more effort into English than the NP students, they can be said to 

have a somewhat higher degree of mastery orientation.  

9.4 Affective factors 

Positive affect can influence a person’s motivation by means of its favourable 

impact on self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation and goal orientation (see 3.1.4). 

Therefore, it is of interest to compare affect as reflected in the students’ 

responses to two of the questions, namely those concerning to what extent they 

had liked their English lessons in compulsory school (no. 6, part 1) and to what 

extent they liked their English lessons in upper secondary school (no. 7, part 1).  
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9.4.1 Overall comparison between NP and IB 

The students’ responses reveal a difference in the way the two groups felt about 

their English lessons. As far as English lessons at compulsory school was 

concerned, the NP students reported that they had liked them significantly 

better than the IB students (NP: 4.53, IB: 3.63; p=0.007). However, when it 

came to English lessons in upper secondary school, the IB students reported 

that they were significantly more appreciative than the NP students (NP: 4.26, 

IB: 5.40; p=0.000). These responses can be expressed in another way, namely 

that the IB students liked their English lessons significantly better in upper 

secondary school (5.40) than they remembered liking them in compulsory 

school (3.63; p=0.000), whereas the NP students’ feelings towards their English 

lessons remained more or less the same. In the pursuit of motivational factors 

that can help explain the students’ proficiency, this is an interesting finding that 

links the progression of the IB students to their positive affect. 

9.4.2 Comparison of the subgroups 

A study of affect in the subgroups, however, reveals that their correlation with 

proficiency was not as straightforward as it seemed when comparing the groups 

as a whole. As regards compulsory school, the NP students in subgroups I and 

II were more positive as to what the English lessons had been like than the IB 

students. This tendency was not statistically significant, however (p=0.127; 

0.082). In subgroup III, on the other hand, the responses of the two groups 

were more or less the same. In the case of the students’ feelings towards 

English lessons in upper secondary school, in subgroups I and II the IB 

students were significantly more positive than the NP students (p=0.006; 

0.003), while in subgroup III the difference between the groups was much 

smaller. The findings can also be expressed another way, namely that while IB 

students in all three subgroups indicated that they had a similar liking of their 

English lessons at the upper secondary level, the NP students in subgroups I 

and II tended to be more negative towards their English lessons than those in 

subgroup III. While these findings do not explain the diverging proficiency 

results of the IB and NP students in subgroup III, they are interesting when 

considered in the light of the failure of the NP students in subgroups I and II 

to increase their use of low-frequency vocabulary.   
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9.5 Social factors 

L2 learning has been described as being slightly different from other school 

subjects in that it carries in it notions of foreign cultures. Students’ attitudes 

towards these cultures and their representatives have been shown to affect their 

learning (Gardner & Lambert, 1972:3, 12ff; see also 3.1.5). The questionnaire 

contained six questions on sociocultural attitudes (questions 18-23, part 2), 

which taken together constituted an index variable. The questions used to make 

up this index variable consisted of no. 18, to what extent the students would be 

willing to have English-speaking friends, no. 19, to what extent they would 

want to visit an English-speaking country and, no. 20, move to an English-

speaking country, no. 21, to what extent they were interested in English-

speaking countries and their cultures, and, no. 22, whether they had a positive 

attitude towards American people and, no. 23, British people. Another social 

factor that has been found to be related to students’ attitudes is the attitudes of 

their parents (Gardner & Lambert, 1972:143). In order to see if there were 

differences in the attitudes of the parents of the NP and IB students, a 

comparison was made. Together, three questions constituted an index variable, 

namely no. 24, the parents’ interest in foreign languages, no. 25, the parents’ 

interest in English-speaking countries and their cultures, and no. 26, the 

parents’ proficiency in English. 

9.5.1 Overall comparison between NP and IB 

Since the IB students had chosen a programme where English serves as the 

medium of instruction, it may come as no surprise to find more positive 

attitudes towards English-speaking people, countries and their cultures in that 

group. The index variable shows a statistically significant difference between the 

two groups, where the IB students reported a more positive attitude towards 

English-speaking people and cultures and a stronger willingness to become 

integrated in English-speaking societies (NP: 29.07, IB: 31.49, max 36; 

p=0.005). These findings are quite in accordance with the higher proficiency 

results that were found in the IB group.  

Differences were also found when it came to the parents, with 

significantly more positive reports being given by the IB students (NP: 1.60, IB: 

2.12, max 3; χ2=9.186, df=2, p=0.010). Consequently, the suggestion that one’s 
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attitudes are partly established in the home agrees well with the more positive 

results that were found among both students and parents in the IB group. 

9.5.2 Comparison of the subgroups 

In all three subgroups, there was a tendency for the IB students to have more 

positive attitudes towards English-speaking countries and their cultures. 

However, it was only in subgroup III that the difference was significant (NP: 

28.00, IB: 31.92, max 36; p=0.018). Consequently, sociocultural attitudes turned 

out to be another motivational aspect that could be linked to the progression of 

the IB students in subgroup III. When it came to the parents, the IB students 

showed higher scores than the NP students in all subgroups, the biggest 

difference being found in subgroup I. However, as in the case of self-efficacy 

and intrinsic motivation, it was not possible to test whether the differences 

were statistically significant. 

9.6 Motivation: Summary and conclusion 

In summary, this chapter has identified a number of motivational factors that 

could be linked to the students’ written proficiency as it is measured in this 

study. In fact, there was only one that appeared completely unrelated, namely 

self-efficacy. The explanation might be that the participants were all students 

who could be considered to be “good at English” and who, possibly, all felt 

confident about their proficiency and goal achievement. Another interesting 

finding was that extramural exposure could not be straightforwardly correlated 

with proficiency, especially not in the case of the IB students in subgroup III. 

Nevertheless, differences that might help explain the progress of the IB 

group, both overall and in subgroup III specifically, were indeed found. These 

differences showed that intrinsic motivation, mastery orientation, positive affect 

and sociocultural attitudes could all help explain the differences accounted for 

in the results chapters on vocabulary quality and tense shift. While affect could 

not be linked to the progress of the IB students in subgroup III, the results of 

the questionnaire showed a lack of positive affect among the NP students in 

subgroups I and II, which might help explain these students’ failure to increase 

their proportion of low-frequency vocabulary over time. However, the 

motivational factors that were most apparently related to proficiency progress 
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were mastery orientation, intrinsic motivation and sociocultural attitudes. In the 

case of mastery orientation, the results suggest that the IB students put more 

effort into English and thus can be said to have had a higher degree of mastery 

orientation than the NP students. This difference was most evident in 

subgroups II and III. As regards intrinsic motivation, extramural exposure 

aside, enjoyment at learning foreign languages in general and English in 

particular was found to be higher in the IB group than in the NP group. Such a 

difference could be found overall as well as in subgroups II and III. 

Nevertheless, it was sociocultural attitudes that could be most straightforwardly 

related to proficiency progress. The results showed that overall, the IB students 

had significantly more positive attitudes towards English-speaking people and 

cultures than the NP students. The same finding was made for subgroup III. In 

conclusion, the goal orientation, motivation and sociocultural attitudes of the 

IB students in general, and the IB students with an average to below average 

initial proficiency in particular, differed from those of the NP students. In 

combination with higher exposure to English, these differences are likely to 

have worked in favour of the proficiency of the IB students concerned. 
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10 Summary and conclusions  

In this chapter I will give a summary of the present study by discussing the 

most important findings. I will also discuss the representativeness of the study 

and reflect on the study in retrospect. Finally, I will suggest a few areas for 

future research. 

10.1 Summary 

In this longitudinal study, I investigated free written production in English by 

Swedish learners at upper secondary school. A comparison was made between 

the proficiency of students at national programmes (NP), who took English as 

a subject only, and students at the International Baccalaureate (IB), who were 

taught in English in all subjects. When the study began, the IB students had just 

begun using English as their medium of instruction. The proficiency in English 

of the two groups was measured in two different ways, namely by investigating 

the students’ use of low-frequency vocabulary on the one hand, and their use of 

motivated and random tense shift on the other. Both these parts of the study 

were quantitative and analyses were done manually. The study also contained a 

third part comparing the students’ results on vocabulary quality and tense shift 

with their motivation as it was reported in a questionnaire. In all three parts of 

the study the results for three subgroups, formed according to the students’ 

initial level of proficiency as measured on a diagnostic test, were compared. 

Subgroup I comprised the students with above average scores, subgroup II 

those with average scores and subgroup III those with below average scores on 

the diagnostic test. 

At the beginning of this two-year study, the two groups of students 

showed a similar use of tense shift, while their use of low-frequency vocabulary 

tended to differ, with a larger proportion of low-frequency lemmas used by the 

IB students. Over time, the results showed that there was a positive relationship 

between English as the medium of instruction and the students’ proficiency in 

English. As the study proceeded, the two groups’ results diverged, and in the 

final composition, the IB students used significantly larger proportions of 

motivated tense shift as well as low-frequency vocabulary than the NP students. 

These results confirm Dalton-Puffer’s suggestion that vocabulary is a language 

competence that is likely to improve in immersion students (Dalton-Puffer 

(forthcoming:5f, 15), and propose that tense shift is another one. 
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While these are results that might be expected, the subdivision into the 

three subgroups added some interesting findings. The results showed that in 

subgroup I, which contained the students with the highest level of initial 

proficiency, the IB students were highly proficient at the time of writing the 

first composition, which contained a high ratio of low-frequency vocabulary 

and motivated tense shift as well as a low ratio of random tense shift. They also 

seemed to use a high proportion of very low-frequent vocabulary, which was 

defined as lemmas from frequency bands 0 and 1 in the Collins Cobuild (2001: 

xlii); the ones to contain the least frequent words. Over time, changes could 

only be seen in one area, namely in a subtler use of motivated tense shift, due to 

a reduction in the use of direct speech. Otherwise, performance remained at the 

same levels as initially. Possibly, this could indicate that the IB students in 

subgroup I started out by using a level of low-frequency vocabulary and tense 

shift that is appropriate for this type of composition and therefore did not 

progress. It could also be the case that the instruments I used were not sensitive 

enough for measuring proficiency gains in this group of students. The findings 

on the use of very low-frequency vocabulary suggest that such an explanation is 

feasible.  

Among the NP students in subgroup I the results were less 

straightforward. What could be noted, though, was that initially, all mean levels 

were lower than those of the IB students in subgroup I. Over time, the NP 

students showed progress in their use of tense shift, ending up with results that 

were similar to those of the IB students in subgroup I. In their use of low-

frequency vocabulary, however, the NP students in subgroup I failed to 

improve. Not only did their ratio of low-frequency vocabulary remain low, but 

their level of very low-frequency vocabulary tended to remain low to average as 

well. Could this indicate that tense shift is less related to target language 

proficiency than vocabulary? Does the use of tense shift rely on a more general 

understanding of the use of verb tense and text cohesion, while the use of 

vocabulary requires a skill that is more target language specific? Since the use of 

tense has been described as partly a discourse strategic skill (Eriksson, 2004), it 

is perhaps a question of maturity or a general awareness of discourse structure 

that kicks in, irrespective of which language is being used.  

While both changes over time and differences between the groups were 

small in subgroup II, significant differences were found between the results of 

the NP and IB students in subgroup III, the students with the lowest results on 

the diagnostic test. Over time, progress could be perceived among the IB 

students, with increased use of low-frequency vocabulary, motivated tense shift 
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and a decrease in the use of random tense shift. The study also indicated that 

their ratio of advanced low-frequency vocabulary appeared to increase over 

time. These results might not be so surprising, since a comparison with the IB 

students in subgroup I suggested that there was room for improvement before 

any kind of ceiling effect might be reached. Similar kinds of development 

occurred both in Laufer’s research and the research reported in Dalton-Puffer, 

where it was L2 learners with average and below average initial proficiency who 

progressed the most (Laufer, 1991:445; Dalton-Puffer, forthcoming:5). 

Interestingly, there was a marked difference between the results of the IB and 

NP students in subgroup III. Where there was a progression among the IB 

students, there was a regression or a standstill among the NP students. This 

resulted in large differences between the two groups, differences that were 

statistically significant for the use of low-frequency vocabulary and random 

tense shift. In fact, the final results for the IB students in subgroup III (the 

weakest IB students) were similar to those of the NP students in subgroup I 

(the most proficient NP students).  

In all, do the results suggest that there is some attribute or factor that is 

present to a higher degree in the IB students in general and the IB students in 

subgroup III in particular? One obvious factor that differed between the two 

groups of students was their exposure to English. Not only did the IB students 

receive more English input, but they also produced more output in English, 

and grew accustomed to writing argumentative compositions in English. The 

NP students, on the other hand, very rarely wrote at length in English. Another 

difference between the groups was the distribution according to sex. In 

subgroup III the IB students were all female, while five out of the 13 NP 

students were male. On the other hand, subgroup III was not only the one with 

the highest percentage of NP girls, but comparisons of the results of the male 

and female NP students in that subgroup showed that there were no 

differences. These facts suggest that the explanation for the results, at least in 

part, ought to be found elsewhere.  

A factor that helps explain the results on the students’ use of low-

frequency vocabulary and motivated tense shift was indeed found, namely their 

motivation. First, a lack of positive affect could be found among the NP 

students in subgroups I and II, which might help explain why they failed to 

increase their use of low-frequency vocabulary over time. Perhaps their learning 

was impeded because they did not feel as positive about their English lessons as 

the IB students did. Secondly, there are three motivational factors that could be 

linked to the improved performance of the IB group as a whole and more 
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specifically of the IB students in subgroup III. These students differed from the 

NP students in having higher degrees of mastery orientation, intrinsic 

motivation and positive sociocultural attitudes towards English-speaking 

cultures, which are all factors that have been found to promote proficiency.  

The present study has shown that in cases where there was room for 

improvement, one group of students, namely the weakest IB students, did 

become more proficient writers, both as regards their ratio of low-frequency 

vocabulary and motivated tense shift. This group of students not only had 

English as the medium of instruction, but they were better motivated than the 

corresponding NP students as well. It is impossible to judge whether the IB 

students were better motivated because they were part of the IB programme, or 

if it was their high levels of motivation that made them choose the IB 

programme in the first place. Still, it should be noted that this study ended at a 

point in time where the compulsory education in English was completed for the 

NP students, although an optional course could still be taken. For the IB 

students, however, another year of instruction in English remained, which 

means that results might have continued to improve. In any case, the results of 

the present study suggest that as a way of promoting improved proficiency in a 

target language, immersion education yields good results, especially for less 

proficient but motivated learners.  

10.2 How representative is the study? 

While quite a large number of informants were used, no random selection could 

be done, due to the unexpectedly low ratio of participating schools and 

students. Therefore, in strict statistical terms, this study cannot be seen as being 

representative of the population it set out to investigate, but rather only as 

representative of this particular group of students. In this group, however, the 

findings of the study suggest that in combination with high motivation, English 

as the medium of instruction can indeed be linked to increased proficiency in 

English, but mainly when there is plenty of room for improvement. In other 

words, motivation works hand in hand with English as the medium of 

instruction in helping to explain the success of the IB students with low initial 

results on the diagnostic test. Nevertheless, this study does not suffice to 

explain the proficiency gains in English at the IB programme. Apart from 

medium of instruction and motivation, there are other factors, such as gender, 

teachers and social background, that could also have influenced achievement. 
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Moreover, English is not the only subject of importance in school; other areas 

need to be taken into consideration as well. For instance, gains in English have 

to be weighed against achievement in other subject areas, as well as against 

factors that are likely to affect students’ overall achievement and drop-out rate, 

such as their sense of comfort and well-being in the educational setting. 

For the benefit of future researchers who intend to collect their own 

material and do a similar study, I have a few suggestions that might help them 

achieve more representative results. Firstly, having the support of the IB 

organisation might make schools more willing to participate. If all Swedish 

schools offering the IB programme would consent, a random selection of 

schools would be possible, which would make results more representative. 

Secondly, ensuring that the compositions are judged by the teacher as well as 

being passed on to the researcher is likely to prompt a high participation rate. It 

is nonetheless advisable to include a great many more informants than needed 

at an initial stage, since students are likely to move or drop out of programmes. 

10.3 Suggestions for further research 

There are a number of other interesting approaches that could be taken with 

material such as the present. It would, for instance, be interesting to study the 

issue of very low-frequent vocabulary more closely. Would the ratio of lemmas 

from frequency bands 0 and 1 be a subtler measurement than LFV, which 

includes lemmas from frequency bands 0, 1, 2 and 3? In a study of fairly 

advanced learners, such as those who took part in this study, would a 

measurement of the VeryLFV be a method more likely to pick up on 

differences in vocabulary quality?  

In a similar way, it would be interesting to study tense shift in a more 

discriminating way, preferably by excluding all instances of direct speech, or 

even limiting the study to compositions that do not contain any direct speech at 

all. Such delimitation might give a more fine-grained picture of the students’ use 

of less straightforward tense shifts. 

Also, the inclusion of native speakers of English as a third group of 

students would add an interesting dimension to the study. Their results would 

shed light on optimal levels of LFV and MTSh and could serve as reference 

points for the possible ceiling effects that were found among the IB students in 

subgroup I. 
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Furthermore, in its entirety, the corpus contains a large number of 

compositions by NP students who were not included in the present study. It 

would be interesting to study a selection of these students as well. Such a study 

would focus on much lower levels of proficiency than the present one, and 

might give an insight into what happens with the proficiency of the weakest 

students in the NP over time. Would it decline as it was found to do in this 

study?  

It would also be possible to approach the material in a different way, 

taking as one’s starting point the students that progressed the most over time. 

Their results could then be correlated with different motivational factors, in a 

search for factors that might help explain the changes. It is likely that two 

different studies would be required for such an approach, one for vocabulary 

quality and one for tense shift. 

Another area that should be studied more closely is the impact of gender 

on students’ results. However, this is a difficult undertaking, since the IB 

programme tends to have an overrepresentation of female students. One way 

of doing such a study would be to implement it on CLIL students as well as on 

IB students, which, apart from the gender perspective, would render an 

interesting comparison between two kinds of immersion education. A 

straightforward comparison of CLIL and IB students’ English proficiency over 

time would also be an interesting undertaking, possibly with an additional focus 

on classroom interaction in the two groups. 

Other areas of investigation would be to study fields where there have 

been concerns that immersion education might produce negative effects, 

namely L1 proficiency and mastery of subject content. For instance, it would be 

interesting to make a longitudinal comparison of aspects of target language 

proficiency and L1 proficiency. Would there be L1 improvement over time 

among both immersion students and traditional students, indicating a 

relationship to cognitive development in general? Or would the immersion 

students’ results differ from those of the traditional students in some respects, 

as a result of English having replaced the native tongue as the medium of 

instruction? It would also be interesting to study aspects of target language 

proficiency in relation to subject-specific knowledge and reasoning in e.g. 

psychology or physics. 

Last, but not least, anyone whose objective is to help students improve 

their performance in English as well as in other foreign languages will recognise 

that there is an urgent need for further studies. The present study has focused 

on motivation and extensive use of English as important achievement boosters, 
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and especially so for weaker students. More studies in this area are, however, 

needed, not only to pinpoint the kinds of motivation that work best alongside 

an abundance of target language use, but also to see how actions directed at 

enhancing the desired kinds of motivation are best implemented in the everyday 

classroom situation. 

To sum up, for anyone interested in the effects of immersion education 

on target language proficiency, there are still numerous areas that need to be 

investigated. 
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Rektor / biträdande rektor / berörda lärare 
 
Som doktorand i engelsk språkvetenskap vid Karlstads universitet kommer jag i 

mitt avhandlingsarbete att fokusera på faktorer som påverkar inlärningen av 

engelska som ett andra språk. En av de faktorer jag är intresserad av är effekten 

av tvåspråkig undervisning. Då ni erbjuder era elever IB-programmet som 

alternativ till de nationella programmen, undrar jag om det finns intresse hos er, 

att som en av två gymnasieskolor låta två klasser delta i min undersökning. Det 

skulle röra sig om en IB-klass och en klass på de nationella programmen, båda i 

årskurs 1. De utvalda klasserna kommer att bli ombedda dels att skriva fyra 

uppsatser under sina tre år vid gymnasiet, dels att besvara enkätfrågor om olika 

faktorer som kan tänkas påverka andraspråksinlärningen. Medverkande 

gymnasieskolor och deras berörda elever garanteras anonymitet. 

En kort presentation av min planerade undersökning och dess 

genomförande bifogas. 

 

Vänliga hälsningar 

 
Marika Kjellén Simes
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Målsmans samtycke 
till medverkan i vetenskaplig undersökning 

 
 
Du ombeds härmed att godkänna Ditt barns medverkan i en 

vetenskaplig undersökning. Vänligen, läs nedanstående information om 

vad Ditt barn förväntas göra. 

 

Marika Kjellén Simes, doktorand i engelsk språkvetenskap vid Karlstads 

universitet, genomför en undersökning om faktorer som påverkar färdigheten i 

engelska som ett andra språk. Undersökningen är longitudinell och följer 

språkutvecklingen hos gymnasieelever vid nationella program och vid IB-

programmet.  

 

Om Du godkänner Ditt barns medverkan kommer han/hon att ombes skriva 

fyra fantasibaserade uppsatser samt att fylla i en enkät som behandlar olika 

faktorer som kan ha påverkan på förmågan i ett främmande språk. Uppsatserna 

kommer att skrivas på lektionstid; c:a 70 minuter kommer att anslås till varje 

uppsats. Samma villkor gäller för ifyllandet av enkäten. Uppsatsskrivandet 

kommer att fördelas över alla tre åren vid gymnasiet: en uppsats under 

höstterminen 2001, en under vårterminen 2002, en under vårterminen 2003 och 

en under vårterminen 2004. Enkäten kommer att fyllas i under vårterminen 

2002 och bl a behandla kunskaper i andra språk än engelska, motivation, 

attityder och olika språkinlärningsstrategier.  

 

Undersökningar som likt denna följer ett större antal individer över tiden är 

sällsynta, varför denna undersökning skulle vara ett intressant bidrag till 

forskningen kring andraspråksinlärning. Även utbildningsväsendet, 

gymnasieskolor samt blivande gymnasieelever kan komma att dra nytta av 

undersökningens resultat. 

 

Ditt barns medverkan kommer inte på något sätt att påverka hans/hennes 

betyg i engelska eftersom det endast är Marika Kjellén Simes som kommer att 

ha tillgång till materialet. Allt material kodas redan i insamlingsskedet för att alla 

medverkande skall förbli anonyma. Materialet skall endast användas för 

forskningsändamål.   

Var god vänd! 
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I samband med första uppsatstillfället kommer Ditt barn att informeras om 

undersökningen samt att ombes ge sitt samtycke till att medverka. Han/hon 

kommer att informeras om att deltagandet är frivilligt och när som helst kan 

avbrytas.  

 

Var vänlig kryssa i en av de nedanstående rutorna: 

 

1 Ja, jag samtycker till mitt barns medverkan i ovanstående undersökning 

 

1 Nej, jag samtycker inte till mitt barns medverkan i ovanstående  

 undersökning  

 

Var vänlig skriv datum, barnets namn och klass samt underteckna: 

 

____________  ________________________________________  _________ 
Datum Barnets namn Klass 

 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
Målsmans underskrift 
 
 
 

_________________________________________ 
Namnförtydligande 

 

När Du har kryssat i och skrivit på ovanstående, var vänlig skicka detta 
dokument i bifogat kuvert, senast 14/10. Porto är betalt. 

 

Vid frågor som rör undersökningen, kontakta  

 

Marika Kjellén Simes  

Karlstads universitet  

Institutionen för kultur och kommunikation  

651 88 Karlstad  

054-700 16 00  

Marika.Kjellen-Simes@kau.se
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Samtycke till medverkan  
i vetenskaplig undersökning 

 

 

Jag heter Marika Kjellén Simes och jag är doktorand i engelsk språkvetenskap 

vid Karlstads universitet. Jag ber dig härmed att delta i en vetenskaplig 

undersökning. Syftet med undersökningen är att se om det finns något samband 

mellan färdigheten i engelska och olika bakomliggande faktorer som kunskaper 

i andra språk än engelska, tvåspråkig undervisning, motivation, attityder och 

olika språkinlärningsstrategier. Om du samtycker till att delta i undersökningen 

kommer du att ombes göra följande: 

 

HT 2001: Skriva en fantasibaserad uppsats 

VT 2002: Skriva en fantasibaserad uppsats 

  Fylla i en enkät som berör olika faktorer som kan påverka 

 färdigheten i engelska 

VT 2003: Skriva en fantasibaserad uppsats 

VT 2004: Skriva en fantasibaserad uppsats 

 

Allt du ombes göra kommer att utföras på lektionstid. Varje moment kommer 

att ta en lektion på c:a 70 minuter i anspråk. 

 

Din medverkan kommer inte på något sätt att påverka ditt betyg i engelska 

eftersom det är jag, och inte din lärare eller några andra obehöriga, som 

kommer att titta på dina uppsatser och din enkät. Allt du lämnar ifrån dig 

kommer att vara kodat så att du och alla andra som medverkar förblir anonyma. 

Insamlat material skall endast användas för forskningsändamål. 

 

Din målsman har fått ett brev där jag beskriver undersökningen och ber 

honom/henne att samtycka till att du medverkar. Även om din målsman har 

gett sitt godkännande, så är ditt deltagande frivilligt. Bestämmer du dig för att 

medverka så kan du naturligtvis ändra dig senare och dra dig ur undersökningen 

när du vill. 

Var god vänd! 
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Du är välkommen att ställa frågor till mig om undersökningen. Om det är något 

du vill fråga om senare, så kan du ringa mig på 054-700 16 00. 

 

Var snäll och kryssa i en av de nedanstående rutorna: 

 

1111 Ja, jag vill medverka i undersökningen 

1111 Nej, jag vill inte medverka i undersökningen 
 

Var vänlig skriv datum och klass samt underteckna 

 

____________  __________  _______________________________________ 
Datum Klass Namn  

 
 
_________________________________________________ 
Namnförtydligande 
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Min kod:___________ 
 
DEL 1___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.Jag är            kvinna �         man � 

 

2. Jag är född år 19_____ 

 

3. Ange på raderna nedan de språk du har kunskaper i (även ditt modersmål). Kryssa vidare i den kunskapsnivå 

som gäller för varje språk. Markera den ruta inom spektrat 1 (några få ord) till 6 (mitt modersmål) som är aktuell 

för respektive språk. Kryssa även i vid vilken ålder du började lära dig varje språk. 

 

a) ___________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

b) ___________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

c) ___________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

d) ___________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

e) ___________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

f) ___________________________________ 

 

Några     Mitt 

få ord     modersmål 
1�   2�   3�   4�   5� 6� 
Före    Efter  

2 år 3 – 6 år 7 – 10 år 11- 15 år 15 år  
1�   2�   3�   4�   5�  
 

 

 

Några     Mitt 

få ord     modersmål 
1�   2�   3�   4�   5� 6� 
Före    Efter  

2 år 3 – 6 år 7 – 10 år 11- 15 år 15 år  

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�  
 

 

 

Några     Mitt 

få ord     modersmål 
1�   2�   3�   4�   5� 6� 
Före    Efter  

2 år 3 – 6 år 7 – 10 år 11- 15 år 15 år  
1�   2�   3�   4�   5�  
 

 

 

Några     Mitt 

få ord     modersmål 
1�   2�   3�   4�   5� 6� 
Före    Efter  

2 år 3 – 6 år 7 – 10 år 11- 15 år 15 år  
1�   2�   3�   4�   5�  
 

 

 

Några     Mitt 

få ord     modersmål 
1�   2�   3�   4�   5� 6� 
Före    Efter  

2 år 3 – 6 år 7 – 10 år 11- 15 år 15 år  
1�   2�   3�   4�   5�  

 
 

Några     Mitt 

få ord     modersmål 
1�   2�   3�   4�   5� 6� 
Före    Efter  

2 år 3 – 6 år 7 – 10 år 11- 15 år 15 år  
1�   2�   3�   4�   5�  

 

4. Skriv ett † på raderna 3 a) – f) ovan efter de språk du inte längre studerar / kommer i kontakt med.  

 

5. Har du någon speciell anknytning till något av språken du angett på raderna 3 a) – f), förutom skolan? 
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6. Mina föräldrars / min målsmans modersmål är följande: 

 

Mamma:________________________________________ 

 

Pappa:__________________________________________ 

 

Annan målsman:__________________________________ 

 

 

7. I mitt hem talas __________________________  ________________________% av tiden. 
 Ange aktuellt språk.  Ange ~% av kommunikationen. 

 

I mitt hem talas __________________________  _________________________% av tiden. 
 Ange aktuellt språk.  Ange ~% av kommunikationen. 

 

I mitt hem talas __________________________  _________________________% av tiden. 
 Ange aktuellt språk.  Ange ~% av kommunikationen. 

  
8.  Hur mycket tid per vecka lägger du i genomsnitt ned på 

hemarbete i engelska? 

 

9.  Hur mycket tid lägger du ned på hemarbetet i engelska 

jämfört med hemarbetet i andra ämnen? 

 

10. Har du varit på semester i engelskspråkiga länder? 

 (Jag var då ____________ år gammal.) 

 

11. Har du varit på språkresa i engelskspråkiga länder? 

 (Jag var då ____________ år gammal.) 

 

12. Har du bott i ett engelskspråkigt land? 

 (Jag var då ____________ år gammal.) 

 

13. Har du kontakt med engelskspråkiga släktingar eller  

 vänner? 

 

14. Lyssnar du aktivt på engelskan i engelskspråkiga filmer? 

 

15. Ser du på otextade engelskspråkiga filmer. 

 

16. Lyssnar du på musik med engelsk text? 

 

17. Läser du böcker / tidningar / tidskrifter / serier på engelska 

på fritiden?  

 

18. Surfar du på engelskspråkiga sidor på internet? 

 

19. Håller du på med spel el. dylikt på engelska (t ex datorspel, 

rollspel)? 

 

20. Skriver du brev / e-mail på engelska? 

 

21. Pratade du engelska på engelsklektionerna i grundskolan? 

 

22. Pratar du engelska på engelsklektionerna på gymnasiet  

 

23. Skriver du dina lektionsanteckningar på engelska på 

engelsklektionerna? 

15 min. C:a C:a C:a C:a 

el. mindre 30 min. 45 min. 60 min. 75 min. el. mer 
1�   2�   3�   4�   5� 
 

 

Mycket  Lika  Mycket 

mindre Mindre mycket Mer mer 
1�   2�   3�   4�   5� 

 
Aldrig 1 gång 2-3 ggr Ofta  
1�   2�   3�   4�   
 

 

Nej  Ja.  
1�   2�     

 

  6 mån.   2 år el. 

Aldrig el. mindre C:a 1 år C:a 2 år mer 
1�   2�   3�   4�   5� 

 
Aldrig Sällan Då och då Ofta  
1�   2�   3�  � 

 
Aldrig Sällan Ofta Alltid 

1�   2�   3�   �  
  

Aldrig Sällan Då och då Ofta 

1�   2�   3�   �  
 

Aldrig Sällan Då och då Ofta 

1�   2�   3�   � 
  

Aldrig Sällan Då och då Ofta 
1�   2�   3� �   
 

 

Aldrig Sällan Då och då Ofta  

1�   2�   3� �    
  

Aldrig Sällan Då och då Ofta 

1�   2�   3� �    
 

 

Aldrig Sällan Då och då Ofta 

1�   2�   3� �    
 

Aldrig Sällan Ofta Alltid  
1�   2�   3�   �  
 

Aldrig Sällan Ofta Alltid  
1�   2�   3�   �  
 

Aldrig Sällan Ofta Alltid 

1�   2�   3� �    
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24. Var tror du själv att du har lärt dig det mesta av den 

engelska du kan? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Ung. lika 

Nästan  mycket Mer på 

allt i  Mest i på fritiden fritiden än 

skolan skolan som i skolan  i skolan   
1�   2�   3�   4� 

25. Mitt senaste betyg i engelska: __________ 

 

26. Mitt senaste betyg i svenska språket: __________ 

 

27. Mitt senaste betyg i hemspråk: __________ 
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DEL 2______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Hur ställer du dig till följande påståenden? Sätt ett kryss i den ruta från 1 (håller inte med alls) till  
(håller med fullständigt) som bäst motsvarar din inställning. 
 
1. I engelskundervisningen tycker jag om att söka 

kunskap på egen hand.  

 

2. I engelskundervisningen tycker jag om att 

jobba i grupp. 

 

3. I engelskundervisningen tycker jag om att 

jobba lärarlett. 

 

4. På grundskolans engelsklektioner var 

undervisningen oftast upplagd på ett sätt som 

passade mig/som jag tyckte om.  

 

5. På gymnasieskolans engelsklektioner är 

undervisningen oftast upplagd på ett sätt som 

passar mig/som jag tycker om.  

 

6. Jag trivdes på engelsklektionerna i 

grundskolan.  

 

7. Jag trivs på engelsklektionerna här på 

gymnasiet. 

 

8. Det är inte lärarens kvaliteter som avgör om 

man blir duktig i engelska, utan enbart man 

själv. 

 

9. Jag känner mig inte obehaglig till mods när jag 

använder mig av engelska. 
 

10. Jag lägger ned mycket tid och arbete på 

engelskan.  

 

11. Jag är oftast nöjd med vad jag presterar i 

engelska.  

 

12. Jag har lätt för att lära mig språk.  
 
13. Jag upplever inga svårigheter när jag läser och 

skriver på mitt modersmål. 

 
14. Jag tycker att jag är bra på att förstå talad 

engelska. 

 

15. Jag tycker att jag är bra på att förstå skriven 

engelska.  

 

16. Jag tycker att jag är bra på att tala engelska. 

 

17. Jag tycker att jag är bra på att skriva på 

engelska.  

 

18. Jag skulle gärna vilja ha engelsktalande vänner. 

Tar avstånd Tar avstånd Tar avstånd Håller med Håller med Håller med 

fullständigt i stort i viss mån i viss mån i stort fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Tar avstånd Håller med 

fullständigt fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
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19. Jag skulle gärna vilja åka till ett 

engelskspråkigt land.  

 

20. Jag skulle gärna vilja flytta till ett 

engelskspråkigt land.  

 

21. Jag är intresserad av engelskspråkiga länder 

och deras kultur. 

 

22. Jag är mycket positivt inställd till amerikaner i 

allmänhet. 

 

23. Jag är mycket positivt inställd till engelsmän i 

allmänhet. 

 

24. Mina föräldrar (alt. Min målsman) tycker att 

det är intressant med främmande språk.  

 

25. Mina föräldrar (alt. Min målsman) är bra på 

engelska. (Tänk på den av dem som kan mest 

engelska.)   

 

26. Mina föräldrar (alt. Min målsman) är 

intresserade av engelskspråkiga länder och 

deras kultur.  

 

27. Mina föräldrar (alt. Min målsman) tycker att 

det är viktigt att jag lär mig engelska.  

 

28. Mina föräldrar (alt. Min målsman) hjälpte mig 

med engelskan när jag gick i grundskolan.  

 

29. Mina föräldrar (alt. Min målsman) hjälper mig 

med engelskan nu på gymnasiet.  

  

30. Det är mycket viktigt att kunna förstå talad 

engelska. 

 

31. Det är mycket viktigt att kunna förstå skriven 

engelska. 

 

32. Det är mycket viktigt att kunna tala engelska. 

 

33. Det är mycket viktigt att kunna skriva 

engelska.  

 

34. Jag tror att personer med goda kunskaper i 

engelska har större chans att lyckas i sina 

studier.  

 

35. Jag tycker om att studera språk.  

 

36. Jag tycker att det är stimulerande att kunna 

använda mig av ett främmande språk.  

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
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37. Jag tycker det är roligt att känna hur jag efter 

hand behärskar allt mer av ett främmande 

språk. 

 

38. Jag tycker om att lära mig engelska. 

 

39. Efter gymnasiet skulle jag kunna tänka mig att 

läsa engelska på universitetet. 

 

40. Det är bra att kunna engelska när man reser 

utomlands.  

 

41. Jag vill kunna kommunicera problemfritt med 

engelskspråkiga personer.  

 

42. Jag vill kunna resa till engelskspråkiga länder 

utan att känna mig utanför.  

 

43. Jag vill kunna smälta in som en bland alla 

andra i ett engelskspråkigt land. 

 

44. Det krävs kunskaper i engelska i dagens 

samhälle. 

  

45. Jag tror att jag kommer att behöva engelska i 

mina framtida studier/i mitt framtida yrke. 

 

46. Bra kunskaper i engelska gör att man kan få ett 

bättre jobb.  

 

47. Jag läser engelska enbart för att det är en 

obligatorisk kurs.  

 

48. Mitt enda mål med engelskan är att få ett så bra 

betyg som möjligt. 

 

49. När vi jobbar med ett grammatiskt moment så 

brukar jag: 

  

a) förbereda mig genom att läsa igenom några 

grammatiska exempel före lektionen.  

 

b) jämföra med hur man säger på mitt modersmål 

eller på något annat språk jag kan för att se om 

det kan underlätta inlärningen. 

 

c) skriva ned regelns viktigaste punkter för att 

komma ihåg den bättre.  

 

d) automatiskt ta efter de exempel på det aktuella 

grammatiska momentet som min lärare och 

mina klasskamrater använder.   

 

e) be min lärare att repetera eller förklara om 

någonting är oklart. 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 

 
Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 

 
Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 

1�   2�   3�   4�   5�   6� 
 

 

Håller inte Håller med 

med alls fullständigt 
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f) be mina klasskamrater att repetera eller 

förklara om någonting är oklart. 

 

g) försöka memorera regeln och några exempel på 

den. 

 

h) inte behöva göra så mycket, utan regeln 

”fastnar” ändå.  

 

i) komma på egna exempel på det aktuella 

grammatiska momentet.  

 

50. När jag lär mig ord och fraser inom ramen för 

undervisningen, så siktar jag i allmänhet på att 

lära in ett så stort antal nya ord som möjligt.  

 

51. När jag skall slå upp nya ord i lexikon/ordlista 

så gissar jag först vad de kan betyda. 

 

52. Jag tvekar inte att prata engelska på fritiden om 

jag får en möjlighet. 

 

53. Jag söker aktivt efter personer att prata 

engelska med. 

 

54. När jag översätter till och från engelska så 

översätter jag ord för ord.  

 

55. När jag skriver och pratar på engelska så tänker 

jag enbart på engelska och tänker aldrig ut vad 

jag skall skriva/säga på mitt modersmål för att 

sedan översätta det till engelska. 

 

56. När jag stöter på nya ord i engelska texter som 

hör till undervisningen, så slår jag inte upp ord 

vars betydelse jag kan gissa mig till av 

sammanhanget. 

  

57. När jag stöter på nya ord i engelska texter som 

jag läser på min fritid, så slår jag inte upp ord 

vars betydelse jag kan gissa mig till av 

sammanhanget. 

 

58. När jag stöter på nya ord i engelska texter som 

hör till undervisningen, så slår jag upp alla ord 

vars betydelse jag inte kan gissa mig till av 

sammanhanget. 

 

59. När jag stöter på nya ord i engelska texter som 

jag läser på min fritid, så slår jag upp alla ord 

vars betydelse jag inte kan gissa mig till av 

sammanhanget.  

 

60. När jag hör folk prata engelska eller läser 

engelska texter och inte förstår allt, så försöker 

jag gissa mig till vad som förmodligen menas.  
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61. När jag talar och skriver engelska och inte kan 

komma på ett engelskt ord, så ger jag upp. 

 

62. När jag talar och skriver engelska och inte kan 

komma på ett engelskt ord, så tar jag till mitt 

modersmål. 

 

63. När jag talar och skriver engelska och inte kan 

komma på ett engelskt ord, så försöker jag 

komma på en synonym eller ett helt annat sätt 

att uttrycka mig. 

 

64. Jag ”peppar” mig själv till att använda mig av 

engelska även om jag skulle känna mig osäker 

och rädd. 

 

65. När jag lär mig någonting nytt så söker jag 

efter likheter till sådant jag redan kan.  
 

66. Jag vet precis på vilka områden jag behöver 

förbättra min engelska. 

 
67. Jag funderar över mina framsteg i engelska och 

vad de kan bero på.. 

 

68. Jag försöker förstå hur språkinlärning fungerar 
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Övrigt (här kan du skriva sådant som du anser har haft betydelse för dina kunskaper i engelska, men som du inte 

tycker har täckts av enkätfrågorna): 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tack för din medverkan! 
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Diagnostic test score, number of low-frequency vocabulary/tokens and LFV, 

subgroup I (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test score 

Composition 1 

n              LFV 

Composition 2 

n              LFV 

Composition 3 

n              LFV 

NPC 9 90 39/184     21.2 20/142     14.1 36/170     21.2 

NPC 87 90 23/223     10.4 20/211       9.5 43/272     15.8 

NPC 14 91 26/203     12.8 20/167     12.0 21/190     11.0 

NPA 24 92 28/191     14.7 29/205     14.1 18/143     12.6 

NPA 134 92 65/270     24.1 41/211     19.4 38/235     16.2 

NPA 43 93 30/218     13.8 33/177     18.6 41/182     22.5 

NPA 81 93 20/133     15.0   7/98         7.1 14/125     11.2 

NPC 24 93 47/200     23.5 19/132     14.4 26/109     23.8 

NPA 207 96 33/185     17.8 21/135     15.6 19/147     12.9 

 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of low-frequency vocabulary/tokens and LFV, 

subgroup I (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test score 

Composition 1 

n              LFV 

Composition 2 

n              LFV 

Composition3 

n             LFV 

IBA 29 90 42/203     20.7 25/168     14.9 27/176     15.3 

IBA 33 90 79/353     22.4 50/231     21.6 56/190     29.5 

IBA 22 91 61/230     26.5 43/249     17.3 54/202     26.7 

IBA 32 91 26/228     11.4 15/183       8.2 22/180     12.2 

IBB 22 91 52/243     21.4 51/241     21.2 46/247     18.6 

IBA 34 92   27/190     14.2 17/176       9.7 23/175     13.1 

IBB 2 93 44/169     26.0 60/252     23.8 67/272     24.6 

IBA 50 94 32/153     20.9 39/193     20.2 23/122     18.8 

IBA 38 95 40/243     16.5 31/205     15.1 22/166     13.2 

IBB 1 95 56/235     23.8 56/283     19.8 41/196     20.9 

IBA 6 96 48/256     18.8 63/247     25.5 23/149     15.4 

IBA 41 96 66/227     29.1 29/129     22.5 36/157     22.9 

IBB 18 96 58/278     20.9 53/259     20.5 56/254     22.0 

IBB 7 97 44/237     18.6 36/231     15.6 61/295     20.7 

IBB 16 97  36/210     17.1 43/215     20.0 57/273     20.9 

IBB 21 97 46/239     19.2 73/321     22.7 35/189     18.5 
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Diagnostic test score, number of low-frequency vocabulary/tokens and LFV, 

subgroup II (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test score 

Composition 1 

n              LFV 

Composition 2 

n              LFV 

Composition 3 

n              LFV 

NPA 14 84 20/142     14.1 29/137     21.2 30/138     21.7 

NPA 182 84 10/133       7.5 31/212     14.6 17/138     12.3 

NPC 63 84 53/279     19.0 32/200     16.0 41/235     17.4 

NPC 70 84 19/144     13.2 21/165     12.7 43/196     21.9 

NPA 232 85 24/173     13.9 18/165     10.9 20/168     11.9 

NPC 19 85 31/221     14.0 51/253     20.2 26/196     13.3 

NPA 36 86 24/129     18.6 45/228     19.7 36/180     20.0 

NPA 216 86 46/242     19.0 24/173     13.9 32/194     16.5 

NPA 169 87 55/288     19.1 40/242     16.5 44/229     18.9 

NPC 18 87 50/275     18.2 22/202     10.9 21/174     12.1 

NPA 67 88 27/173     15.6 32/215     14.9 37/229     16.2 

NPA 141 88 31/201     15.4 22/167     13.2 27/143     18.9 

NPA 160 88 31/194     16.0 27/161     16.8 30/156     19.2 

NPA 211 88 23/155     14.8 34/144     23.6 34/161     21.1 

NPA 230 88 25/135     18.5 20/148     13.5 17/139     12.2 

NPC 29 88 50/223     22.4 20/147     13.6 15/128     11.7 

NPA 57 89 12/166       7.2 14/188       7.4   6/157       3.8 

NPA 172 89 11/109     10.1 18/135     13.3 22/162     13.6 

NPA 221 89 33/185     17.8 24/179     13.4   7/112       6.2 

NPC 80 89 20/135     14.8 24/172     13.9 15/155       9.7 

 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of low-frequency vocabulary/tokens and LFV, 

subgroup II (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test score 

Composition 1 

n              LFV 

Composition 2 

n              LFV 

Composition 3 

n              LFV 

IBA 19 84 35/201     17.4 41/217     18.9 14/146       8.9 

IBA 48 84 43/216     19.9 13/120     10.8 18/157     11.5 

IBB 19 84 20/147     13.6 22/163     13.5 17/135     12.6 

IBB 28 84 29/244     11.9 41/279     14.7 36/255     14.1 

IBA 17 85 14/136     10.3 30/188     16.0 45/187     24.1 

IBA 24 85 31/174     17.8 28/206     13.6 27/154     17.5 

IBA 23 86 50/248     20.2 49/252     19.4 70/282     24.8 

IBA 49 86 82/292     28.1 53/260     20.4 77/261     29.5 

IBA 39 87 40/205     19.5 30/151     19.9 40/188     21.3 

IBB 17 87 44/233     18.9 32/194     16.5 57/244     23.4 

IBB 25 88 21/176     11.9 41/249     16.5 24/179     13.4 

IBA 36 89 11/152       7.2 20/163     12.3 14/155       9.0 

IBB 20 89 33/184     17.9 72/279     25.8 27/141     19.1 
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Diagnostic test score, number of low-frequency vocabulary/tokens and LFV, 

subgroup III (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test score 

Composition 1 

n              LFV 

Composition 2 

n              LFV 

Composition 3 

n              LFV 

NPC 32 70 14/142       9.9 16/135     11.8   8/134       6.0 

NPA 60 71 19/148     12.8 14/140     10.0 12/138       8.7 

NPC 27 72 20/124     16.1 13/94       13.8 25/143     17.5 

NPC 83 74 15/124     12.1 12/118     10.2   6/89         6.7 

NPA 184 78 18/111     16.2 14/157       8.9 17/135     12.6 

NPC 39 78 32/194     16.5 29/164     17.7 19/165     11.1 

NPA 200 79 21/167     12.6 28/146     19.2 16/146     11.0 

NPA 236 79 18/151     11.9 37238      15.5 12/148       8.1 

NPA 109 80 15/138     10.9 17/149     11.4 19/163     11.7 

NPC 23 80 32/236     13.6 40/219     18.3 39/244     16.0 

NPC 41 81 32/206     15.5 21/170     12.3 21/200     10.5 

NPC 65 81 15/156       9.6 22/152     14.5 42/206     20.4 

NPC 40 82 36/204     17.6 12/137       8.8 21/151     13.9 

 

 

 

 Diagnostic test score, number of low-frequency vocabulary/tokens and LFV, 

subgroup III (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test score 

Composition 1 

n              LFV 

Composition 2 

n              LFV 

Composition 3 

n              LFV 

IBA 18 70 36/233     15.4 28/229     12.2 41/262     15.6 

IBA 3 71 34/214     15.9 33/215     15.3 29/235     12.3 

IBA 27 71 20/201       9.9 20/199     10.0 18/179     10.0 

IBA 28 73 15/109     13.8 48/291     16.5 49/234     20.9 

IBA 5 78 36/238     15.1 54/260     20.8 31/207     15.0 

IBA 11 78 27/176     15.3 27/184     14.7 51/193     26.0 

IBA 37 79 34/229     14.8 38/240     15.8 48/213     22.5 

IBA 46 79 14/170       8.2 16/209       7.6 20/147     13.6 

IBA 7 80 28/165     17.0 20/190     10.5 14/147       9.5 

IBA 45 80 13/178       7.3 25/189     13.2  20/142     14.1 

IBA 9 81 56/280     20.0 48/230     20.9 52/232     22.4 

IBB 23 81 32/237     13.5 45/215     20.9 18/120     15.0 

IBA 14 82 27/202     13.4 18/175     10.3 15/145     10.3 
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Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift/tokens and MTSh,  

subgroup I (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test,  

Composition 1 

n           MTSh 

Composition 2 

n              MTSh 

Composition 3 

n              MTSh 

NPC 9 90   7/53       13.2   5/38          13.2   5/37          13.5 

NPC 87 90   8/99         8.1 19.5/95       20.5 11/104        10.6 

NPC 14 91   6/79         7.6 10/63          15.9 13/59          22.0 

NPA 24 92 10.5/59    17.8 16/91          17.6 11/57          19.3 

NPA 134 92 14/120     11.7 17/71          23.9   7/70          10.0 

NPA 43 93 14/101     13.9   6/49          12.2   5/50          10.0 

NPA 81 93   3/43         7.0   8/27          29.6   7/36          19.4 

NPC 24 93 12/38       31.6   4/29          13.8   5/25          20.0 

NPA 207 96   9/61       14.8   7/39          18.0   7/44          15.9 

 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift/tokens and MTSh,  

subgroup I (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n           MTSh 

Composition 2 

n              MTSh 

Composition 3 

n              MTSh 

IBA 29 90   4/65         6.2   8/70          11.4   7/46          15.2 

IBA 33 90 27/146     18.5 13/87          14.9   5.5/54       10.2 

IBA 22 91   5.5/64      8.6  10/86          11.6   2/58            3.4 

IBA 32 91 15/132     11.4 12/66          18.2   9.5/63       15.1 

IBB 22 91 14/102     13.7 18.5/108     17.1 14/81          17.3 

IBA 34 92   22/84       26.2   7/56          12.5 14.5/64       22.7 

IBB 2 93 12.5/77    16.2 26/91          28.6   9.5/75       12.7 

IBA 50 94   5/36       13.9   4/47            8.5   5/20          25.0 

IBA 38 95 15/108     13.9 10/81          12.4 15/68          22.1 

IBB 1 95 14/67       20.9 20/100        20.0   8/56         14.3 

IBA 6 96 11/63       17.5 19/73          26.0   3/51           5.9 

IBA 41 96   7/67       10.4   6/32          15.8   8/34         23.5 

IBB 18 96 20.5/79    26.0 21/81          25.9   9/59         15.2 

IBB 7 97 30/115     26.1 21/80          26.2 17/112       15.2 

IBB 16 97  12/78       15.4 17/83          20.5 18/102       17.6 

IBB 21 97 13/102     12.7 20.5/120     17.1 12/47         25.5 
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Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift/tokens and MTSh,  

subgroup II (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n           MTSh 

Composition 2 

n              MTSh 

Composition 3 

n              MTSh 

NPA 14 84   8/52       15.4   4/52            7.7   2/32            6.2 

NPA 182 84   3/55         5.4 13/69          18.8   5/47          10.6 

NPC 63 84   6.5/96      6.8   6/87            6.9   6/84            7.1 

NPC 70 84   2.5/48      5.2   6/60          10.0   4/48            8.3 

NPA 232 85 10/84       11.9 12/61          19.7   5/47          10.6 

NPC 19 85 17.5/84    20.8 16/101        15.8   5.5/54       10.2 

NPA 36 86   3/29       10.3   9/89          10.1   6/46          13.0 

NPA 216 86 17/118     14.4   6/57          10.5   8.5/55       15.4 

NPA 169 87 14/140     10.0 27/111        24.3   4/76            5.3 

NPC 18 87 22/126     17.5   9/83          10.8   9/68          13.2 

NPA 67 88   6/66         9.1 10/83          12.0 11/97          11.3 

NPA 141 88   6/89         6.7   8/55          14.5 11/45          24.4 

NPA 160 88   9/66       13.6   8/60          13.3   4/39          10.3 

NPA 211 88   8/37       21.6   1.5/27         5.6   2/39            5.1 

NPA 230 88   4.5/43    10.5   6/46          13.0   6/36          16.7 

NPC 29 88   4/72         5.6   5/44          11.4   6/40          15.0 

NPA 57 89   7/72         9.7 14/81          17.3   9.5/56       17.0 

NPA 172 89   3/33         9.1   5/34          14.7 10/43          23.3 

NPA 221 89   7.5/73    10.3 10.5/70       15.0   5/36          13.9 

NPC 80 89   5/43       11.6 13/73          17.8   6/42          14.3 

 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift/tokens and MTSh,  

subgroup II (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n           MTSh 

Composition 2 

n              MTSh 

Composition 3 

n              MTSh 

IBA 19 84 11/78       14.1 18/77          23.4   3/32            9.4 

IBA 48 84   6.5/65    10.0   5/40          12.5   7/40          17.5 

IBB 19 84   6/45       13.3 11/58          19.0   3/35            8.6 

IBB 28 84 28/120     23.3 29/113        25.7 16.5/106     15.6 

IBA 17 85   6/50       12.0 10.5/45       23.3   9/56          16.1 

IBA 24 85 11.5/77    14.9 12/64          18.8   4/32          12.5 

IBA 23 86   6.5/100    6.5 12/78          15.4   8/72          11.1 

IBA 49 86 29/102     28.4   7/57          12.3 14.5/85       17.1 

IBA 39 87   8/49       16.3   4/39          10.3 10.5/48       21.9 

IBB 17 87 21/118     17.8   9/73          12.3 26.5/117     22.6 

IBB 25 88   5/71         7.0 10/89          11.2 10/51          19.6 

IBA 36 89   3/55         5.4   7.5/63       11.9 11/44          25.0 

IBB 20 89   6.5/45    11.8 15.5/100     15.5   5/46          10.9 
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Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift/tokens and MTSh,  

subgroup III (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n           MTSh 

Composition 2 

n              MTSh 

Composition 3 

n              MTSh 

NPC 32 70   9/65       13.8   4/65            6.2 14/75          18.7 

NPA 60 71   6.5/65    10.0   5.5/57         9.6   7/38          18.4 

NPC 27 72   4/32       12.5   4/25          16.0   1/41            2.4 

NPC 83 74   9/42       21.4   7/53          13.2   4.5/27       16.7 

NPA 184 78   1/35         2.8   8/46          17.4   3.5/42         8.3 

NPC 39 78 11/92       12.0 12/61          19.7   6/80            7.5 

NPA 200 79   6.5/58    11.2   5/37          13.5   9/56          16.1 

NPA 236 79 13/65       20.0 20.5/135     15.2   6/52          11.5 

NPA 109 80 19/60       31.7   8.5/45       18.9   4/49            8.2 

NPC 23 80   9/75       12.0 14/72          19.4 12/75          16.0 

NPC 41 81   7/72         9.7   7/51          13.7 17/76          22.4 

NPC 65 81 18.5/62    29.8   7/60          11.7   1.5/66         2.3 

NPC 40 82 10/83       12.6   4/39          10.3   6/51          11.8 

 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift/tokens and MTSh,  

subgroup III (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n           MTSh 

Composition 2 

n              MTSh 

Composition 3 

n              MTSh 

IBA 18 70   4/108       3.7 15/76          19.7 22/102        21.6 

IBA 3 71 17/120     14.2   7.5/81         9.3 20/101        19.8 

IBA 27 71   5.5/93      5.9 18/82          22.0 12/63          19.0 

IBA 28 73   2/44         4.5   9/103          8.7 11/59          18.6 

IBA 5 78   7/103       6.8   7/99            7.1   2/55            3.6 

IBA 11 78   5.5/67      8.2 9/55            16.4   5/36          13.9 

IBA 37 79 12/103     11.6 14/99          14.1 13/71          18.3 

IBA 46 79   9/77       11.7   5/60            8.3   4.5/46       10.5 

IBA 7 80   3.5/54      6.5 24.5/76       32.2   9/45          20.0 

IBA 45 80   6/77         7.8   4/75            5.3   6/44          13.6 

IBA 9 81   3.5/154    2.3 11/85          12.9 10.5/81       13.0 

IBB 23 81   7.5/88      8.5 13/72          18.0   6/33          18.2 

IBA 14 82 14.5/101  14.4 11/76          14.5   6/40          15.0 
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Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift due to the use of direct 

speech/tokens and DS MTSh, subgroup I (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n              DS 

             MTSh 

Composition 2 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

Composition 3 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

NPC 9 90   2/53         3.8   0/38            0.0   0/37            0.0 

NPC 87 90   0/99         0.0   2/95            2.1   0/104          0.0 

NPC 14 91   3/79         3.8   3/63            4.8   5/59            8.5 

NPA 24 92   6/59       10.2   9/91            9.9   5/57            8.8 

NPA 134 92   6/120       5.0   2/71            2.8   0/70            0.0 

NPA 43 93   6/101       5.9   0/49            0.0   1/50            2.0 

NPA 81 93   1/43         2.3   0/27            0.0   0/36            0.0 

NPC 24 93   2/38         5.3   0/29            0.0   0/25            0.0 

NPA 207 96   2/61         3.3   0/39            0.0   2/44            4.5 

 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift due to the use of direct 

speech/tokens and DS MTSh, subgroup I (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n              DS 

             MTSh 

Composition 2 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

Composition 3 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

IBA 29 90   0/65         0.0   0/70            0.0   0/46            0.0 

IBA 33 90   9/146       6.2   2/87            2.3   0/54            0.0 

IBA 22 91   0/64         0.0    1/86            1.2   0/58            0.0 

IBA 32 91   0/132       0.0   0/66            0.0   0/63            0.0 

IBB 22 91   3/102       2.9   4/108          3.7   2/81            2.5 

IBA 34 92     6/84         7.1   1/56            1.8   2/64            3.1 

IBB 2 93   3/77         3.9 14/91          15.4   0/75            0.0 

IBA 50 94   1/36         2.8   1/47            2.1   0/20            0.0 

IBA 38 95   7/108       6.5   1/81            1.2   5/68            7.4 

IBB 1 95   5/67         7.5   6/100          6.0   0/56            0.0 

IBA 6 96   4/63         6.3   1/73            1.4   0/51            0.0 

IBA 41 96   0/67         0.0   1/32            3.1   0/34            0.0 

IBB 18 96   4/79         5.1   8/81            9.9   1/59           1.7 

IBB 7 97   7/115       6.1   0/80            0.0   0/112         0.0 

IBB 16 97    5/78         6.4   2/83            2.4   6/102         5.9 

IBB 21 97   5/102       4.9   2/120          1.7   0/47           0.0 
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Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift due to the use of direct 

speech/tokens and DS MTSh, subgroup II (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n              DS 

             MTSh 

Composition 2 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

Composition 3 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

NPA 14 84   5/52         9.6   0/52            0.0   0/32            0.0 

NPA 182 84   0/55         0.0   3/69            4.3   1/47            2.1 

NPC 63 84   0/96         0.0   1/87            1.1   1/84            1.2 

NPC 70 84   0/48         0.0   0/60            0.0   0/48            0.0 

NPA 232 85   0/84         0.0   1/61            1.6   1/47            2.1 

NPC 19 85   6/84         7.1   6/101          5.9   0/54            0.0 

NPA 36 86   0/29         0.0   2/89            2.2   0/46            0.0 

NPA 216 86   9/118       7.6   0/57            0.0   0/55            0.0 

NPA 169 87   7/140       5.0   6/111          5.4   1/76            1.3 

NPC 18 87   0/126       0.0   0/83            0.0   0/68            0.0 

NPA 67 88   3/66         4.5   4/83            4.8   5/97            5.2 

NPA 141 88   1/89         1.1   1/55            1.8   4/45            8.9 

NPA 160 88   1/66         1.5   5/60            8.3   0/39            0.0 

NPA 211 88   0/37         0.0   0/27            0.0   0/39            0.0 

NPA 230 88   0/43         0.0   4/46            8.7   2/36            5.6 

NPC 29 88   0/72         0.0   2/44            4.5   2/40            5.0 

NPA 57 89   1/72         1.4   0/81            0.0   1/56            1.8 

NPA 172 89   1/33         3.0   0/34            0.0   0/43            0.0 

NPA 221 89   4.5/73      6.2   1/70            1.4   1/36            2.8 

NPC 80 89   0/43         0.0   7/73            9.6   2/42            4.8 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift due to the use of direct 

speech/tokens and DS MTSh, subgroup II (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n              DS 

             MTSh 

Composition 2 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

Composition 3 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

IBA 19 84   6/78         7.7 10/77          13.0   0/32            0.0 

IBA 48 84   0/65         0.0   0/40            0.0   0/40            0.0 

IBB 19 84   0/45         0.0   0/58            0.0   0/35            0.0 

IBB 28 84   2/120       1.7   1/113          0.9   0/106          0.0 

IBA 17 85   0/50         0.0   0/45            0.0   0/56            0.0 

IBA 24 85   5.5/77      7.1   4/64            6.2   1/32            3.1 

IBA 23 86   0/100       0.0   0/78            0.0   0/72            0.0 

IBA 49 86   8/102       7.8   4/57            7.0   9/85          10.6 

IBA 39 87   0/49         0.0   0/39            0.0   0/48            0.0 

IBB 17 87   9/118       7.6   3/73            4.1 15/117        12.8 

IBB 25 88   1/71         1.4   0/89            0.0   1/51            2.0 

IBA 36 89   0/55         0.0   0/63            0.0   0/44            0.0 

IBB 20 89   4/45         8.9   0/100          0.0   0/46            0.0 
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Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift due to the use of direct 

speech/tokens and DS MTSh, subgroup III (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n              DS 

             MTSh 

Composition 2 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

Composition 3 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

NPC 32 70   0/65         0.0   0/65            0.0   1/75            1.3 

NPA 60 71   2/65         3.1   2/57            3.5   0/38            0.0 

NPC 27 72   0/32         0.0   0/25            0.0   0/41            0.0 

NPC 83 74   0/42         0.0   2/53            3.8   0/27            0.0 

NPA 184 78   0/35         0.0   4/46            8.7   0/42            0.0 

NPC 39 78   9/92         9.8   4/61            5.6   4/80            5.0 

NPA 200 79   1.5/58      2.6   0/37            0.0   1/56            1.8 

NPA 236 79   6/65         9.2 11/135          8.1   4/52            7.7 

NPA 109 80 13/60       21.7   0/45            0.0   0/49            0.0 

NPC 23 80   0/75         0.0   8/72          11.1   3/75            4.0 

NPC 41 81   1/72         1.4   1/51            2.0   6/76            7.9 

NPC 65 81 13.5/62    21.8   6/60          10.0   0/66            0.0 

NPC 40 82   6/83         7.2   0/39            0.0   2/51            3.9 

 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of motivated tense shift due to the use of direct 

speech/tokens and DS MTSh, subgroup III (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n              DS 

             MTSh 

Composition 2 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

Composition 3 

n                 DS 

                MTSh 

IBA 18 70   0/108       0.0   7/76            9.2 12/102        11.8 

IBA 3 71   5/120       4.2   1/81            1.2 12/101        11.9 

IBA 27 71   2/93         2.2   2/82            2.4   0/63            0.0 

IBA 28 73   0/44         0.0   0/103          0.0   0/59            0.0 

IBA 5 78   0/103       0.0   2/99            2.0   0/55            0.0 

IBA 11 78   0/67         0.0   1/55            1.8   0/36            0.0 

IBA 37 79   4/103       3.9   1/99            1.0   2/71            2.8 

IBA 46 79   0/77         0.0   0/60            0.0   0/46            0.0 

IBA 7 80   2/54         3.7   9/76          11.8   0/45            0.0 

IBA 45 80   0/77         0.0   1/75            1.3   1/44            2.3 

IBA 9 81   0/154       0.0   1/85            1.2   3/81            3.7 

IBB 23 81   0/88         0.0   0/72          18.0   0/33            0.0 

IBA 14 82   2/101       2.0   1/76            1.3   0/40            0.0 
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Diagnostic test score, number of random tense shift/tokens and RTSh,  

subgroup I (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n            RTSh 

Composition 2 

n               RTSh 

Composition 3 

n               RTSh 

NPC 9 90 0/53           0.0 0/38              0.0 0/37              0.0 

NPC 87 90 2/99           2.0 2/95              2.1 2/104            1.9 

NPC 14 91 0/79           0.0 1/63              1.6 0/59              0.0 

NPA 24 92 1/59           1.7 1/91              1.1 0/57              0.0 

NPA 134 92 1/120         0.8 1/71              1.4 0/70              0.0 

NPA 43 93 1/101         1.0 0/49              0.0 0/50              0.0 

NPA 81 93 2/43           4.6 1/27              3.7 0/36              0.0 

NPC 24 93 0/38           0.0 1/29              3.4 1/25              4.0 

NPA 207 96 7/61         11.5 1/39              2.6 2/44              4.5 

 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of random tense shift/tokens and RTSh,  

subgroup I (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n           RTSh 

Composition 2 

n               RTSh 

Composition 3 

n               RTSh 

IBA 29 90 1/65          1.5 0/70              0.0 2/46              4.4 

IBA 33 90 1/146         0.7 2/87              2.3 0/54              0.0 

IBA 22 91 3/64           4.7  0/86              0.0 3/58              5.2 

IBA 32 91 0/132         0.0 0/66              0.0 0/63              0.0 

IBB 22 91 0/102         0.0 3/108            2.8 0/81              0.0 

IBA 34 92   1/84           1.2  2/56             3.6 1/64              1.6 

IBB 2 93 0/77           0.0 2/91              2.2 1/75              1.3 

IBA 50 94 1/36           2.8 0/47              0.0 1/20              5.0 

IBA 38 95 0/108         0.0 4/81              4.9 0/68              0.0 

IBB 1 95 2/67           3.0 2/100            2.0 1/56              1.8 

IBA 6 96 0/63           0.0 0/73              0.0 0/51              0.0 

IBA 41 96 0/67           0.0 0/32              0.0 0/34              0.0 

IBB 18 96 0/79           0.0 0/81              0.0 1/59              1.7 

IBB 7 97 1/115         0.9 1/80              1.2 0/112            0.0 

IBB 16 97  3/78           3.8 2/83              2.4 1/102            1.0 

IBB 21 97 1/102         1.0 4/120            3.3 0/47              0.0 
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Diagnostic test score, number of random tense shift/tokens and RTSh,  

subgroup II (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n            RTSh 

Composition 2 

n               RTSh 

Composition 3 

n               RTSh 

NPA 14 84 1/52           1.9 0/52              0.0 0/32              0.0 

NPA 182 84 2/55           3.6 2/69              2.9 0/47              0.0 

NPC 63 84 0/96           0.0 4/87              4.6 2/84              2.4 

NPC 70 84 0/48           0.0 0/60              0.0 0/48              0.0 

NPA 232 85 0/84           0.0 1/61              1.6 1/47              2.1 

NPC 19 85 1/84           1.2 1/101            1.0 0/54              0.0 

NPA 36 86 1/29           3.4 1/89              1.1 1/46              2.2 

NPA 216 86 5/118         4.2 1/57              1.8 1/55              1.8 

NPA 169 87 5/140         3.6 7/111            6.3 4/76              5.3 

NPC 18 87 1/126         0.8 1/83              1.2 2/68              2.9 

NPA 67 88 0/66           0.0 0/83              0.0 0/97              0.0 

NPA 141 88 0/89           0.0 0/55              0.0 0/45              0.0 

NPA 160 88 2/66           3.0 1/60              1.7 0/39              0.0 

NPA 211 88 3/37           8.1 0/27              0.0 1/39              2.6 

NPA 230 88 1/43           2.3 1/46              2.2 0/36              0.0 

NPC 29 88 2/72           2.8 1/44              2.3 0/40              0.0 

NPA 57 89 2/72           2.8 2/81              2.5 3/56              5.4 

NPA 172 89 0/33           0.0 0/34              0.0 0/43              0.0 

NPA 221 89 2/73           2.7 0/70              0.0 2/36              5.6 

NPC 80 89 1/43           2.3 1/73              1.4 1/42              2.4 

 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of random tense shift/tokens and RTSh,  

subgroup II (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n            RTSh 

Composition 2 

n              RTSh 

Composition 3 

n               RTSh 

IBA 19 84 3/78           3.8 0/77              0.0 0/32              0.0 

IBA 48 84 3/65           4.6 1/40              2.5 2/40              5.0 

IBB 19 84 0/45           0.0 2/58              3.4 0/35              0.0 

IBB 28 84 6/120         5.0 9/113            8.0 1/106            0.9 

IBA 17 85 0/50           0.0 1/45              2.2 0/56              0.0 

IBA 24 85 1/77           1.3 3/64              4.7 3/32              9.4 

IBA 23 86 0/100         0.0 0/78              0.0 0/72              0.0 

IBA 49 86 1/102         1.0 1/57              1.8 1/85              1.2 

IBA 39 87 3/49           6.1 0/39              0.0 1/48              2.1 

IBB 17 87 5/118         4.2 2/73              2.7 2/117            1.7 

IBB 25 88 1/71           1.4 0/89              0.0 1/51              2.0 

IBA 36 89 3/55           5.4 0/63              0.0 1/44              2.3 

IBB 20 89 3/45           6.7 4/100            4.0 0/46              0.0 
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Diagnostic test score, number of random tense shift/tokens and RTSh,  

subgroup III (NP) 

Student 

ID (NP) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n            RTSh 

Composition 2 

n               RTSh 

Composition 3 

n               RTSh 

NPC 32 70 2/65           3.1 1/65              1.5 3/75              4.0 

NPA 60 71 1/65           1.5 1/57              1.8 1/38              2.6 

NPC 27 72 0/32           0.0 0/25              0.0 0/41              0.0 

NPC 83 74 2/42           4.8 0/53              0.0 2/27              7.4 

NPA 184 78 4/35         11.4 3/46              6.5 1/42              2.4 

NPC 39 78 1/92           1.1 3/61              4.9 4/80              5.0 

NPA 200 79 0/58           0.0 3/37              8.1 4/56              7.1 

NPA 236 79 3/65           4.6 7/135            5.2 3/52              5.8 

NPA 109 80 1/60           1.7 1/45              2.2 2/49              4.1 

NPC 23 80 2/75           2.7 1/72              1.4 0/75              0.0 

NPC 41 81 1/72           1.4 0/51              0.0 1/76              1.3 

NPC 65 81 3/62           4.8 1/60              1.7 4/66              6.1 

NPC 40 82 2/83           2.4 3/39              7.7 3/51              5.9 

 

 

 

Diagnostic test score, number of random tense shift/tokens and RTSh,  

subgroup III (IB) 

Student 

ID (IB) 

Diagnostic 

test 

Composition 1 

n            RTSh 

Composition 2 

n               RTSh 

Composition 3 

n               RTSh 

IBA 18 70 2/108         1.8 1/76              1.3 0/102            0.0 

IBA 3 71 1/120         0.8 0/81              0.0 0/101            0.0 

IBA 27 71 2/93           2.2 0/82              0.0 3/63              4.8 

IBA 28 73 1/44           2.3 6/103            5.8 2/59              3.4 

IBA 5 78 5/103         4.8 8/99              8.1 2/55              3.6 

IBA 11 78 0/67           0.0 0/55              0.0 1/36              2.8 

IBA 37 79 1/103         1.0 2/99              2.0 0/71              0.0 

IBA 46 79 3/77           3.9 2/60              3.3 0/46              0.0 

IBA 7 80 2/54           3.7 0/76              0.0 3/45              6.7 

IBA 45 80 1/77           1.3 2/75              2.7 0/44              0.0 

IBA 9 81 8/154         5.2 2/85              2.4 0/81              0.0 

IBB 23 81 0/88           0.0 1/72              1.4 0/33              0.0 

IBA 14 82 2/101         2.0 1/76              1.3 0/40              0.0 
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Room for Improvement?

One way to increase L2 learners’ exposure to the target language is immersion 
education, or CLIL, where the target language is used as the medium of instruction. 
However, studies on the effectiveness of this teaching method do not always point 
in the same direction. Consequently, the aim of Room for Improvement? was to throw 
some more light on the effects of immersion education on target language proficiency. 
Would immersion education in English over a period of two years influence students’ 
proficiency? Could development be explained by motivation?

Two groups of Swedish advanced learners of English were studied, one comprising 
immersion students at the International Baccalaureate Programme (IB), and the other 
students at national programmes (NP), who took English as a separate subject. Their 
proficiency levels were similar at the outset. Three sets of compositions in English were 
studied, with the use of low-frequency vocabulary and motivated tense shift in focus.

The findings indicate that, after two years in immersion education, the IB students 
used significantly more low-frequency vocabulary and motivated tense shift than the 
NP students, and at the same time they were better motivated. Still, it was the initially 
weakest IB students who progressed the most over time, and, at the end of the study, 
they used similar levels of low-frequency vocabulary and motivated tense shift as the 
most proficient NP students.




