
Questions 

 Which forms proved easier/more 
difficult for learners to produce in 
the Sentence Repetition task? 

 Can we see patterns of factors 
involved in learner performance?  



What makes language forms 
easy/difficult? (1) 
 (Ellis 2006, 2008; Goldschneider and DeKeyser, 

2001; Laufer, 1997.) 

 NO TICEABILITY  Functional forms are often 
reduced and difficult to spot (e.g. our articles le/la;  
un/une) 

 However: in our research we have avoided some 
of the differences which aren’t audible in the 
oral form. 

 (e.g. brun/brune; not noir/noire;  je/il joue; not je 
joue/tu joues) 

 

 

 



What makes language forms 
easy/difficult? (2) 
 NOTICEABILITY (cont.d) 

 Inflections are often ‘overshadowed’ by other 
markers (e.g. our present tense verb ending may 
be overshadowed by the presence of a pronoun Il 
joue vs *il jouer) 

 

 Language features may be helped or hindered by 
prior learning (especially of the L1). (e.g. ‘False 
friends’ such as crayon; cognate nouns such as 
sandwich vs non-cognate ones such as chien)  

 



What makes language forms 
easy/difficult? (3) 
 FORM-MEANING RELATIONSHIPS 

 One meaning many forms may be a problem: 
learners focus on one form. (e.g. le/la; un/une)  

 Grammatical gender: two forms – no change in 
lexical meaning – also a problem. (e.g. 
blanc/blanche) 

 

 PARTS OF SPEECH 

 Nouns easier than verbs (e.g. chat vs jouer) 

 



What makes language forms 
easy/difficult? (4) 
 PRONOUNCEABILITY AND SOUND-SYMBOL LINKS 

(especially Vocab.) 

 (e.g. chien, lapin vs stylo, pomme) 

 

 CONCRETENESS (Vocab.) All our nouns and adjectives 
are concrete/specific. (e.g. lapin; bleu), though one verb 
(faire) is arguably not. 

 

 FREQUENCY!    

 Forms encountered/used frequently will be easier 
to learn. 

 (e.g. blanc > brun; table>chat, chien  ?) 

 How much regular practice will learners get? 



What makes language forms 
easy/difficult? (5) 
 All these factors will interact with such things as: 

 Learner aptitude 

 Learner motivation 

 Learner strategies 

 Teaching approach: potentially, an approach that 
includes explicit teaching (aided by written 
forms?) may help to overcome problems of L1 
interference and lack of noticeability.  An 
approach that involves a lot of practice with 
strong form-meaning links will help to overcome 
lack of fluency. 



Vocabulary: Nouns (All in the schemes of 

work for our year groups) 

 sandwich  
 crayon  
 lapin  
 souris  
 table  
 chien  
 pomme  
 chat  
 stylo  
 trousse  



Nouns – performance yrs 5-7 
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Nouns – approach and 
performance: yrs 5 - 7 
 No significant benefit for particular 

nouns, apart from a literacy benefit 
for stylo and trousse in year 6 

 The literacy approach produced 
slightly higher levels of performance 
for 7/10 nouns in year 7 



Nouns – some conclusions 

 Some evidence of L1 influence: 
 sandwich, crayon, table 
 Pronounceability doesn’t seem to 

influence vocab performance here with 
regard to nouns. (crayon, lapin vs pomme, 
stylo) 

 No clear evidence for an influence of 
approach in relation to learning 
particular nouns, though the yr 7 
results slightly favour the ‘literacy’ 
approach. 

 



Vocabulary: verbs 

 jouer  

 écouter  

 s'appeler  

 regarder  

 manger  

 faire  



Vocabulary: Verbs Yrs 5-7 
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Vocabulary: Verbs - approach and 
performance 
 No clear evidence of the benefit of 

teaching approach in relation to 
particular forms, with the following 
exceptions: 

 ‘oracy’ – significantly higher 
production of jouer in yrs 6 and 7, 
and of écouter and regarder in yr 7. 

 ‘literacy’ - significantly higher 
production of faire in yrs 6 and 7, 
and of s’appeler in yr 7. 



Vocabulary: word classes – nouns 
vs verbs 
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Vocabulary: Verbs – some 
conclusions 
 Semantically ‘empty’ (and irregular) 

verbs (e.g. faire) are more difficult to 
acquire, and may benefit more from a 
‘literacy’ approach. 

 jouer may show the influence of its 
appearance in frequent oral formulae 

 The relatively low level of knowledge 
of verbs will have contributed to the 
low levels of performance on the 
second part of the photo-based 
production task in this study. 



Noun Phrase grammar: article – 
noun agreement 
 un sandwich  
 le crayon / un crayon vert 
 un lapin  
 une souris  
 la table / la table blanche 
 le chien / un chien blanc  
 une pomme / une pomme verte 
 le chat / le chat brun 
 un stylo  
 une trousse / une trousse brune 



NP grammar: article – noun 
agreement, yrs 5-7 
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Noun Phrase grammar: article – 
noun agreement - approach 
 No significant patterns of benefit in 

relation to particular N-article 
combinations  for either teaching  
approach, apart from: 

 Oracy: superior agreement for souris 
in yrs 6 and 7 and stylo in yr 7 

 Literacy: superior agreement for 
lapin and trousse in yrs 6 and 7 and 
chien in yr 7.  

 



Does knowing a noun = getting 
the article right? 
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Can you get the article right if the 
noun is modified by an adjective? 
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NP grammar: adjective-noun 
agreement, yrs 5-7  
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NP Grammar – some conclusions 

 Article-noun and adjective-noun agreement 
improves for 7 and 5 of the 10 and 6 items 
respectively, but remains relatively low even for 
these forms 

 Knowing a noun does not seem to be associated 
with correct article-noun agreement 

 Pupils find article-noun agreement more difficult 
when dealing with nouns also modified by an 
adjective – a processing problem, possibly 
exacerbated by the SR task format? 

 The ordering of correctness of adjective-noun 
agreement broadly follows the order of 
knowledge of nouns 

 

 



Verb grammar : simple present 
tense – Yrs 5-7 
 il écoute  

 il fait  

 il joue  

 je mange  

 je regarde  

 (qui) s'appelle  



Verb grammar : simple present 
tense – Yrs 5-7 
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Verb grammar : simple present 
tense - Approach 
 Again, there is little significant 

apparent influence of teaching 
approach on production of correct 
simple present tense forms, except: 

 Pupils in literacy-oriented classrooms 
consistently perform better on il fait, 
and on s’appelle in yr 7.  



Verb grammar : simple present 
tense – some conclusions 
 With the striking exception of jouer, levels of 

verb vocabulary knowledge parallel levels of 
correct present tense production . 

 The low level of performance of il joue may 
possibly be explained by the formulaic practice 
of je joue (au foot…etc) 

 In yr 5, a literacy approach is associated with a 
slight advantage in verb form awareness, but this 
advantage seems to have declined in yrs 6 and 7.  



Vocabulary and grammatical 
forms – some general conclusions 
 The performance of the pupils 

seemed to confirm the relative 
difficulty of…..  

 - less noticeable forms such as 
articles 

 - cases where more than one form 
equates to one meaning (articles 
again) 

 - verbs compared with nouns 

 - less ‘concrete’ lexical items (faire) 

 

 



Vocabulary and grammatical items 
– some general conclusions 
 Teaching approach, as defined in this 

research, is not strongly associated with the 
learning of particular forms, though there 
is a slight trend for the ‘literacy’-oriented 
approach to yield higher levels of 
performance with regard to items found to 
be generally more difficult 

  Learners seem to be acquiring knowledge 
of nouns without forming strong bonds 
with the relevant articles 

 Learners appear to need to be encouraged 
to generalise beyond the je forms of much-
used verbs such as jouer 
 



 Thank you for your attention…. 

 Over to you for questions and 
comments. 


