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Chapter 1 
Longitudinal research: The ELLiC project 

 

Abstract 
This chapter starts with a description of the story behind the ELLiC project (English Language 
Learning in Catalonia): from the initial goal of examining young language learners during their 
first years of foreign language instruction at school to following up with some of those learners 

through the end of secondary school. The next section is devoted to longitudinal research. We 
first introduce the reader to SLA (second language acquisition) research with a focus on change 
over time and highlight the suitability of this temporal focus to answer fundamental problems in 
SLA. Some of the challenges of longitudinal research such as ‘study length’ are also discussed. A 
description of six exceptionally long studies follows to illustrate the affordances of long-term 
longitudinal research. The chapter’s subsequent section is devoted to the ELLiC project by first 
situating it in the context of Catalonia (Spain) and the region’s school system and then 
presenting the project’s design. The main methodological elements of ELLIC follow including a 
description of the multiple instruments that characterise the project. In sum, this first chapter 
provides the reader with the necessary context to get a full understanding of the next five 
chapters in this book.  
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“Why is longitudinal research essential to advancement of 
knowledge in the field of SLA? The simple but uncontestable 
answer is that many questions concerning second language 

learning are fundamentally questions of time and timing” 

Ortega and Iberri-Shea (2005, p. 27) 

1.1 The story behind a long journey 

The ELLiC project (Early Language Learning in Catalonia) had its beginning when we joined the ELLiE project (Early 
Language Learning in Europe). See Enever (2011) for a report of the ELLiE project, which was conceived as a 



transnational longitudinal initiative in order to give a rich description of language learning and teaching in the first 
years of foreign language (FL) instruction in primary schools in Europe. When ELLiE ended, after four years of close 
collaboration with our colleagues in Croatia, England, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, and Sweden, we felt 
compelled to continue following our ELLiE learners1 in Catalonia (Spain) until the end of primary education. We had 
been in their English lessons from grade 1 (from hereon G1), spoken to their English teachers, measured their 
progress from grade to grade and spoken to a subgroup of focal learners year after year. We resisted the idea of 
putting an end to our longitudinal investigation. 

After G6 we were clear about not wanting to miss the opportunity to witness how those young learners were going 
to cope with English in their transition to high school. With that aim in mind, we decided to trace our focal learners 
from their last year in primary school to their first year in high school (G7). We succeeded and were able to observe 
them intensely during that “special” year. We did not go back to the high schools for two years until G10. We knew 
that G10 would be our last chance to contact our focal learners and that was when we collected data from them for 
the last time. Our ten-year-long “journey” with them ended then.  

Our experience conducting the ELLiC project for such a long time has been both a gratifying and demanding 
endeavour. Like Ortega and Iberri-Shea (2005) and many other SLA (second language acquisition) researchers, like 
Long and Doughty (2003) or R. Ellis (2021), we also acknowledge the centrality of studying change over time and 
the need to conduct longitudinal research in our field. It is not uncommon for cross-sectional studies to end with a 
call for longitudinal research or for longitudinal studies to suggest a lengthier follow-up study. 

Longitudinal research is not the norm in our field and deserves a review in section 1.2 of this chapter as a preamble 
to the ELLiC project. In this review we first introduce different methodological approaches that are appropriate for 
the study of change over time and then focus on “classical” longitudinal research with special attention to studies 
that run over several years in school contexts, which is what the ELLiC project is about. Section 1.3 is an 
introduction to the ELLiC project and provides the contextual and methodological information that the reader will 
need later on to understand the empirical studies in this book.  

 

1.2 Longitudinal research 

One of the first decisions SLA researchers must make when planning research is about its design. If the primary 
research focus is on change over time, which corresponds to the approach of this project, researchers have four 
main options to choose from: a simultaneous cross-sectional design, a repeated cross-sectional design, a “classic” 
longitudinal design and a retrospective study. In studies following a simultaneous cross-sectional design, data from 
learners of different age groups or proficiency levels are recorded. In studies following a repeated cross-sectional 
design, measures of the same population (but different participants) are recorded at different times. In studies 
following a longitudinal design, the same participant or participants are recorded at different points in time or 
continuously over a period of time. Retrospective longitudinal studies, like life history studies, draw on participants’ 
reporting of past events.  

The metaphor of a long-distance journey by train with a number of intermediate train stations may be helpful to 
exemplify the difference between these four designs with a focus on time. In a simultaneous cross-sectional study, 
researchers simultaneously collect data at different train stations (= at different times) from different passengers 
(usually groups of learners) travelling during the same period of time (e.g., academic year, semester etc.). In a 
                                                             
1 The terms ‘learner’ and ‘student’ are used interchangeably in the book.  



repeated cross-sectional design, the researcher collects data from one single train station once every x time from 
passengers who are different but have the same profile and make the same journey on different occasions. In a 
longitudinal study, on the other hand, researchers wait to get on the same train at a number of train stations to be 
able to trace or take record of one or more passengers as they travel. Finally, in retrospective studies the 
researcher will meet the passenger(s) at one of the stations or even the final destination and will ask them to 
rememorate the journey from its beginning or from a certain location or point in time to the present location or 
train station.    

On some occasions, a simultaneous cross-sectional design with a focus on time is the preferred option because 
data can be collected more quickly and can involve large samples. If the study requires data from a large number of 
participants, it may involve a large team of researchers but this type of design allows us to have results much 
sooner than if we had opted for a repeated cross-sectional or a “classic” longitudinal design.  Other advantages of 
simultaneous cross-sectional research with a focus on time is that it is often more likely to lead to generalisation 
than “classic” longitudinal research, which necessarily involves smaller samples. Cross-sectional research of this 
type also avoids the problem of attrition, inherent in longitudinal studies.  

Repeated cross-sectional designs can be considered partially longitudinal in nature because data is collected at 
different rounds from the same population. This type of research is often conducted by institutions to record 
changes over extended periods of time (i.e., every five years) or to evaluate educational programmes. Whereas this 
type of research can address important questions regarding the impact of policies, historical changes, and second 
language (L2) programmes, it may be less attractive for individual researchers or PhD students whose work is 
evaluated in shorter time scales.  

Longitudinal research, which by definition has a focus on time, has different advantages and challenges when 
compared to the two types of cross-sectional research presented above. According to Ortega and Iberri-Shea 
(2005), there are many questions concerning L2 learning that require a truly longitudinal approach, like for example 
how L2 competence develops over time, the durability of the effects of L2 instructional practices over L2 learning, 
developmental changes, among others. Longitudinal research may be more manageable for individual researchers 
or small research teams than simultaneous cross-sectional research since data collection spreads over time. The 
focus on smaller samples over time also allows for a more situated approach to SLA research. The research design 
that we adopt in this book can be classified as longitudinal research.  
 
If we go back into the history of SLA, it is not difficult to find influential longitudinal studies. In the seventies, for 
example, Wode (1976) carried out systematic longitudinal observations of German-speaking children learning 
English as an L2 and English-speaking children learning German as an L2. He was able to question a universal 
developmental sequence for the acquisition of a language irrespective of whether it is acquired as a first language 
(L1) or an L2. A good example of longitudinal research from the mid-1980’s is the comparative study conducted by 
Perdue and colleagues (1993a, 1993b) in the context of the European Science Foundation. The aim of the study was 
to investigate the spontaneous L2 acquisition in adult immigrants learning English, German, Dutch, French, and 
Swedish over a two-and-a-half-year period. A later illustration of an influential longitudinal study was carried out by 
Norton (2000) in her two-year-long study on five recently arrived adult learners in Canada, where she suggests a 
poststructuralist conception of identity in language learning. In the school context, the Barcelona Age Factor 
project (BAF) is an often-cited contribution to longitudinal research where a subset of learners who had started 
learning English at different ages were tracked over time (Muñoz, 2006). 
 
Despite the suitability of longitudinal research to answer fundamental problems in SLA, it is surprising to find a 
dearth of SLA research that follows this approach. In 2005 Ortega and Iberri-Shea conducted a review of 20 major 
applied linguistics journals over a period of three years (2002-2004) and could only identify 38 longitudinal studies. 



They also observed that among those 38 studies, only 20% took place in high school or middle school contexts and 
even fewer involved younger learners. In a later review by Barkaoui (2014) on quantitative longitudinal research, 
the scarce presence of this approach in published research was also made evident. Only 36 studies could be 
identified over a ten-year period (2003-2013) from the more than 30 journals under review that quantitatively 
measured the same dependent variable(s) on the same participant(s) on two or more occasions regardless of study 
length. Years later, Bridgewater (2020) conducted a review similar to Ortega and Iberri-Shea's work (2005) and 
identified studies where the authors self-labelled their work as “longitudinal” from a collection of 9 journals over 
three and a half years (2017-2020). The journals under review were: Applied Linguistics, Language Learning, 
Language Teaching Research, Second Language Research, TESOL Quarterly, The Modern Language Journal, Annual 
Review of Applied Linguistics, Journal of Second Language Writing, and Studies in Second Language Acquisition. Out 
of the roughly 640 articles published in the years under review, 97 were self-labelled as longitudinal. In comparison 
to Ortega and Iberri-Shea’s review, this figure indicates an increase in the presence of longitudinal research in SLA 
journals, yet the proportion continues to be very low (roughly 15% of all published research in those journals). In 
fact, in a recent brief history of SLA, R. Ellis (2021, p. 196) reiterates that there still exists a lack of longitudinal 
studies, something that Long and Doughty had already observed in their introduction to The handbook of second 
language acquisition back in 2003.  
 
1.2.1 Longitudinal research and study length 
 
Study length is a characteristic feature of longitudinal research even though it is not a defining feature in definitions 
of the term such as in Barkaoui (2014), Loewen and Plonsky (2016) or Riazi (2016). This is because study length can 
vary widely depending on the nature of the study. Ortega and Iberri-Shea (2005) opt to describe typical study 
length based on the longitudinal studies they review. In the case of studies on L2 development, the time span is 
between four months and four years. For longitudinal research on L2 programmes outcomes, the study length is 
typically between four to six years, whereas for investigations of L2 instructional effectiveness there seems to be a 
preference for eight-week-long interventions and post-tests between one and three months later. No temporal 
references are provided in Ortega and Iberri-Shea for qualitative longitudinal SLA research but they do mention 
that much of this research does not document change over time even if data is collected over extended periods of 
time. 
 
Variation in study length is also evidenced in Bridgewater’s review of longitudinal classroom research where the 
shortest study ran over six days (Kunitz and Marian, 2017) and the longest ones spanned 8 years (Kibler, 2017; 
Kibler and Hardigree, 2017). She also observed that a majority of studies covered relatively short periods of time. 
Out of the 27 studies that she analysed, there were only four publications that ran over one year and most of them 
had a duration of a semester or a few weeks. This is especially understandable for research taking place at 
universities, where the basic unit of tuition (i.e., courses) are organised in semesters or quarters and courses do not 
tend to have continuity. 

Longitudinal research taking place over more than a few weeks can be more feasible in a school context than in 
other contexts because the duration of compulsory education ranges over several years (from 9-15 years in Europe,  
according to the European Commission, 2022). It may be even more feasible in educational systems like Spain’s 
where courses tend to have a year-long duration or in schools with fairly stable student populations, as is the case 
of the participating schools in the present project. But even in school contexts, long-term longitudinal research is 
always a challenge. For example, in Costache et al.’s (2022) three-year-long study taking place in Swiss high schools, 
one of their eight participating schools dropped out. Something similar happened in Cable et al.’s (2010) larger 
study in England, where three primary schools (out of a pool of 40) dropped out during their three-year longitudinal 
study. Attrition at the level of individual learners has also proved to be problematic in school-based research, 
especially in studies that cover the transition from primary to secondary education. De Wilde et al. (2021) could 



only track 1 in 7 (that is, 13%) of the 800 learners in a study that first tested students in their last year of primary 
school in Flanders and a second time at the end of the second year of secondary school. Attrition was also 
unavoidable in the BAF project (Muñoz, 2006) in part because of the learners who were lost in the transition from 
primary to secondary school and also because learners who began extracurricular English classes during the period 
of the study or who repeated a school year were excluded from the longitudinal analyses. This meant that only 19% 
of the 11-year-old learners from the initial sample were retained two years later. The proportion was even lower 
(9%) among 13-year-old learners. 

1.2.2 Long-term longitudinal research at schools 

In spite of the challenges of conducting longitudinal research, studies do exist in SLA that run over exceptionally 
long periods of time. In this section, six pieces of research (with a minimum study duration of six years) have been 
selected to illustrate different affordances of long-term longitudinal research.  

Tragant and Victori’s work (2006) on learning strategies and age is a good illustration of long-term descriptive 
research in the context of the BAF project in Catalonia. In that study, a subset of the longitudinal learners (n=48) 
answered the same survey at three points in time over a period of six years (ages 10;9 at Time 1; 12;9 at Time 2 and 
16;9 at Time 3). The survey provided evidence of progress in the number of strategies learners reported as they 
grew older and in the nature of the strategies reported over time. Overall the results from the longitudinal sample 
complemented those from the larger cross-sectional sample (n = 360) and strengthened the internal validity of the 
study.  

A different example of long-term longitudinal research comes from a case study of three Swedish learners 
(Lindgren and Enever, 2017) who were followed over their six years in primary school. In the thick descriptions of 
these three learners, who were originally part of the ELLiE project, the reader gets a vivid depiction of how their L2 
use in the home environment was not originally the same for the three learners and did not evolve in the same way 
over time. The reader also learns about how the home environment had a visible effect on learners’ interlanguage 
development as they grew older. Had this case study been based on a shorter time scale, the reader would have 
lost depth in understanding the learners’ trajectories with English. 

 A long-term study of a different nature was conducted by Lightbown et al. (2002) with over 800 French-speaking 
learners in the Canadian province of Nouveau-Brunswick who started learning English in grade 3 (age 8 to 9). The 
learners participated in an experimental programme based on comprehension-based learning that consisted of 
learners basically learning English from age-appropriate materials of their choice that they would read and listen to 
independently (30 minutes per day). The programme was originally evaluated after the first three years of its 
implementation with very promising results (Lightbown, 1992; Lightbown and Halter, 1989). Learners’ attitudes 
towards the experimental programme were very positive and their performance in English was comparable to that 
of learners who received audio-lingual instruction (regular ESL programme). Such positive outcomes motivated the 
continuation of the comprehension-based program into secondary school and its evaluation six years later with a 
sample of 73 learners (age 14 to 15). This follow-up study revealed that secondary school learners’ assessment of 
their learning was in sharp contrast to findings from these same learners in primary school: they now had different 
expectations of what an ESL program should be like. Their performance was still comparable to that of learners in 
the regular program regarding measures of comprehension and some measures of oral production but not on 
measures of written production. In this case, the long-term evaluation of the program was crucial in detecting the 
limits of the comprehension-based approach. 

In Sparks et al. (2009), long-term longitudinal research was used to predict language proficiency in high school 
students in the US where foreign language study generally starts at the beginning of secondary education. The 



study started with data collection of L1 skills and L1 academic measures from 156 students in 1st grade, continued 
during elementary school and carried over into secondary school. The participants were 54 students who had 
chosen to study a foreign language in high school in 9th grade and had done so for two years (until 10th grade) when 
L2 proficiency measures were administered. The availability of data from early elementary school allowed the 
researchers to conclude that differences in L2 proficiency (and L2 aptitude) could be related to students’ lower 
levels of L1 skills (particularly L1 decoding skills) that had been acquired many years before L2 instruction took 
place, rather than to low motivation. The ten-year-long period in the design of this study was a necessary element 
to be able to predict the power of L1 skills in the US school system.   

Heining-Boynton and Haitema’s work (2007) was also conducted over a 10-year period and consisted of two studies 
about attitudes towards early foreign language learning. The first one was a large-scale four-year-long survey-based 
investigation of over 20,000 school learners of Spanish and French in elementary schools in the US (second to fifth 
graders). The second follow-up study was based on structured interviews to 13 high school learners (11th and 12th 
graders) who had answered the surveys in the first study, were enrolled in a foreign language course in high school 
and volunteered to be interviewed. The time interval of this investigation allowed the researchers to conclude that 
early foreign language instruction had had a positive long-standing impact on adolescents’ perceptions of foreign 
language speakers, cultures and their own foreign language education.  

Another piece of research with a large gap between the major study and the follow-up study is that of Lamb (2018).  
This study was part of a research project originally conducted when a group of 12 junior high students in Indonesia 
started their formal study of English. Years later Lamb contacted those same learners again twice when they were 
in senior high school at the age of 22-24 (between 12 and 13 years after the start of the project). The study was 
inspired by learners’ spontaneous references to the researcher’s influence on their motivation to learn English in 
the earlier interviews. In his last contact with these studies, Lamb asked them to talk directly about his influence in 
their language learning trajectory and re-analysed earlier interviews. The study is valuable in that it underscores the 
relationship that is established with participants when research, particularly interviews, is conducted by the same 
researcher over such long periods of time. In the case of Lamb, his occasional interactions with learners (fewer than 
10 spread over 12-13 years in less than 30-minute interviews) had a tangible and long-lasting effect on both 
learners who had been originally chosen because of their high motivation as well as those who were less 
motivated. After each meeting the relationship between Lamb and his participants became closer, the interviews 
less structured, and the data more trustworthy.  

The last piece of research that we would like to bring to the readers’ attention is Pfenninger’s study (2020) on age 
of onset in an immersive school context in Switzerland. Unlike the studies we have just described above, where 
data was often collected once a year, this study stands out because data was collected every three months. The 
many measurements that were gathered throughout the eight years of the study (which ranged from 16 to 32 
times depending on the group) allowed the researcher to map out the height and shape of patterns of L2 
development between groups. Inspection of individual learner trajectories over the multiple measurements also 
showed that systematic variability within learners grew with time. 

In sum, longitudinal research is a logical design when the aim is to explore change over time even though it has 
never been a very frequent methodological approach in SLA research. This is because, among other reasons, tracing 
change over time is challenging, with school and participant attrition being a major drawback. There is also a 
tendency in many longitudinal studies for study length to not go beyond a few weeks. Nevertheless, by going 
through a selection of long-term longitudinal studies, we have shown that this type of exceptional research is 
versatile and can be used to describe patterns of change over extended periods of time, reveal individual variability 
with time, provide thick descriptions of language learners’ trajectories, make long-term predictions of L2 
performance, evaluate L2 programs in the long run and even create fruitful researcher-participant relationships. 



Long-term longitudinal research is especially attractive in school contexts and is the approach that the ELLiC project 
has adopted.   

 
1.3 The ELLiC project 

The ELLiC project took place in the Barcelona area of Catalonia, where Catalan and Spanish are widely used in the 
community. Spanish is the majority language in Spain and Catalan is by law the language of communication at 
school. The use of Catalan to teach at school guarantees that all learners, independently of their family background, 
end up having a full command of the two official languages (Catalan and Spanish) in Catalonia. The educational 
system also guarantees that learners have a good command of at least one foreign language by the end of 
compulsory education, which is almost always English. Compulsory education in Catalonia and the whole of Spain 
lasts for 10 years. The first six years take place in primary schools (from ages 6 to 7 to ages 11 to 12) while the next 
four years take place in high schools (from ages 12 to 13 to ages 15 to 16) and are part of lower secondary 
education (‘ESO’). Many primary schools also provide preschool education (from ages 3 to 4 to ages 5 to 6).  
 
Foreign language instruction is required to start no later than G1 in primary schools when students are 6-7 years 
old even though schools can start foreign language instruction in pre-school. Schools also have the option of 
starting a second foreign language in the last two years of primary education and teach one or more content 
subjects in the first foreign language. At the time of the ELLiC project, primary schools had certain flexibility in the 
amount of hours devoted to the first foreign language ranging from a minimum of 315 hours to a maximum of 420 
hours (in six years). The distribution of the minimum hours of instruction was regulated and increased gradually 
from a total of 70 hours distributed between G1 and G2 to a total of 105 hours distributed between G3 and G4, and 
a total of 140 hours distributed between G5 and G6.  
 
Foreign language instruction continues to be compulsory in lower secondary education in Catalonia and Spain but 
the school curriculum for foreign languages is a bit more restrictive than in primary education. At the time of the 
ELLiC project, learners in Catalonia received a total of 420 hours of instruction in the first foreign language which 
almost always was English. Foreign language instruction was distributed fairly equally during the four years of 
compulsory schooling in secondary education. Nevertheless, there was some variability in the instruction of a 
second foreign language, which could be on offer as an optional subject in some grade levels and high schools, 
especially in large high schools. Like in primary education, high schools could choose to teach content subjects in 
English.  
 
1.3.1 The ELLiC design  
 
The ELLiC project started as part of ELLiE and focused on five participant primary schools in the Barcelona area. One 
or two classes per school were followed year after year until the end of primary education (G6). The ELLiC project 
continued throughout secondary education and followed a smaller number of the original participants in eight 
different high schools. Data collection in those high schools was carried out in their first and last years of secondary 
education only (G7 and G10). Figure 1.1 illustrates the design of the study with black and grey dots standing for 
primary and secondary education respectively.  The blank dots indicate no data collection. Access to primary 
schools was requested through the schools’ principals and access to secondary schools was requested through the 
Department of Education (regional government).  
 
 
Figure 1.1 
The ELLiC design  



 

 
The ELLiC project includes two samples, a general sample with data from whole groups during primary school, and 
a focal learner sample gathered from a few learners from each group in primary and secondary school (see sections 
1.3.2 and 1.3.3 respectively). The project includes quantitative as well as qualitative studies where multiple 
instruments are used (see section 3.4) and data is gathered from learners of English as well as their English teachers 
and parents.  
 
 
1.3.2 The primary schools in ELLiC and participants 
 
Five primary schools (A, B, C, D, and E) were selected for participation in this project because they were 
representative of average state schools in the area of Barcelona. Their students came from a wide range of 
socioeconomic backgrounds. None of the schools were located in deprived neighbourhoods. The proportion of 
subsidised lunches was low in all five schools and ranged from 1% to 11%. Immigration was low in all schools even if 
it ranged from schools with hardly any newcomers to schools with 2 newcomers out of every 10 students. School A 
was located next to a university’s teacher training school and used to be a site for student teachers to do their 
practicum. This school together with school C were involved in an institutional project to promote English 
instruction. Schools D and E were originally independent schools and had a good reputation in their 
neighbourhoods. School B also had a good reputation for English instruction. Except for school C, where English 
started in preschool (age 5), in the rest of the schools English instruction started in G1 at the beginning of the ELLiE 
project. Table 1.1 summarises the main features of the five participating schools. Parental permission was obtained 
for each participant through the school. 
 
Table 1.1  
The five primary schools in ELLiC 
 

 School A School B School C School D School E 
School 
location  

near 
downtown 
Barcelona 

downtown 
Barcelona  

close to 
waterfront in 
Barcelona 

downtown 
Barcelona 

residential 
area in mid-
size town (45 
km from 
Barcelona) 

School size* 2 2 1 2 1 
Family 
profiles 

well-
established 
working class  

lower middle 
class  

lower middle, 
lower class 
and some 
international 
professionals 

middle lass   mixed 
background  

Grade 
1

Grade 
2

Grade 
3

Grade 
4

Grade 
5

Grade 
6

Grade 
7

Grade 
8

Grade 
9

Grade 
10 



Subsidised 
lunches 

 
11,3 % 

 
6 % 

 
4.6 % 

 
5.1 % 

 
1 % 

Newcomers ≤ 20 % ≤ 10 % ≤ 10 % ≤ 5 % 1 % 
*Number of classes per grade level 

From G1 to G6, some of the data was gathered collectively from the whole group of students. In G1 these classes 
ranged from 20 to 27 students per group. One class participated from each school except for school A in which two 
groups participated. Initially there were a total of 140 students in the G1 class lists and a considerable number of 
them stayed in the school until the end of primary education. Comparison of class lists in G1 and G6 yields an 
attrition of 28%. More information about the whole group or general sample can be found in Chapter 2. 

Some data was collected individually from focal learners, a subgroup of students in each school (initially 2-4 boys 
and 2-4 girls per school). These learners were chosen by their English teachers in G1 after telling them we were 
interested in a variety of learner profiles. Nevertheless, in the long run we came to realise that some of the 
teachers mostly selected good learners, probably to make a positive impression on us. Our initial focal learner 
sample in G1 included 30 learners (16 boys and 14 girls). Except for one learner who was born in Argentina, the rest 
of the students were born in Spain and spoke Catalan (n = 17), Catalan and Spanish (n = 9), Spanish (n = 2), or 
Chinese (n = 1) at home2. Seventeen of the focal learners had at least one parent with a university degree. In one of 
the schools a student left in G3 and was substituted by another student. Two other students left their schools later 
(in G5 and G6) and were not substituted.  

 
1.3.3 The secondary schools in ELLiC and participants 
 
When the ELLiC students moved from primary to secondary education, we succeeded in tracing 28 of the focal 
learners in G6 in their new high schools in G7. This was possible because the majority of students (n = 25) 
transferred to the same five high schools, and the remaining three students who attended three other high schools 
were convenient for us to reach. Six of the eight high schools where we collected data from in G7 were state 
schools. The other two schools were charter schools, that is, independent schools that were partially funded by the 
regional government. The proportion of newcomers in these schools ranged from 5% to 20%. See table 1.2 for 
further information about the high schools in the ELLiC project.  

By the time these 28 focal learners were in G10, three students were lost because they were no longer in their 
initial high school or we were not able to contact them. The final number of focal learners from whom we could 
collect data during both primary school (G1-G6) and secondary school (G7 and G10) is 25. Six of these learners 
obtained a low final course mark in English in G10 (≤5 out of a maximum 10), fourteen obtained a high mark (≥ 8) 
and the remaining five got either a 6 or 7.

                                                             
2 This information was not available from one of the focal learners.  



Table 1.2  
The eight secondary schools in the ELLiC project (G7) 
 

 School A 
 (n = 6) 

School B 
 ( n= 5) 

School C1 
 (n = 5) 

School C2 
 (n = 1) 

School D1** 
 (n = 5) 

School D2 
(n = 1) 

School E1** 
(n = 4) 

School E2** 
 (n = 1) 

School 
location  

near 
downtown 

residential 
area 

outside city 
centre  

close to 
waterfront 

close to 
waterfront 

downtown near 
downtown 

mid-size 
town 

 (45 km 
from 

Barcelona) 

village close 
to mid-size 

town 
 

School 
typology 

state state state  religious charter  state   charter  state state 

School 
size* 

4 4 4 2 5 5 4 2   

Family 
profiles 

mixed 
background 

mixed 
background 

mixed 
background 

mixed 
background 

mixed 
background  

middle and 
upper middle 

mixed 
background 

mixed 
background 

*Number of classes per grade level ** Students from secondary schools D1 and D2 had attended primary school D. The same applies for secondary schools E1 and E2.



1.3.4 English instruction in ELLiC schools 

A total of 17 primary school teachers taught English to the ELLiC participants for one to up to four school years. 
Most of these teachers, but not all of them, had been trained as primary school English teachers. The number of 
English sessions per week and their duration varied from school to school and from year to year within the same 
school. However, there was a general trend in G1-G2 for English instruction to be provided for two to three 45-
minute-long class sessions per week. From G3 on, the trend was for English instruction to be provided in 45- or 60-
minute-long sessions three to four times a week. Whenever possible in some schools, English instruction was 
taught to half the class at a time for one of the weekly sessions. In primary schools A, C, and E this happened more 
often than in primary schools D and B. The methodological approach in the five primary schools varied from 
teacher to teacher, but there was a tendency for teachers with less training to rely on mechanical practice and a 
textbook and for better trained teachers to follow a more communicative approach and use a wider variety of 
teaching materials. Students in schools A and C learned science in English for one hour a week from G3 to G6.  

A total of twelve different English teachers taught the 28 focal learners in ELLiC when they moved to secondary 
school. In these schools English was taught for three sessions a week and one of these sessions was taught with half 
the group of students. In some schools one or two optional quarterly subjects were taught in English. English 
teachers in these high schools faced a complex situation because of large classes (30-33 students) and because they 
had very little knowledge of what or how their ‘new’ students had been learning English previously in primary 
schools. This was due to a lack of communication with English teachers in feeder schools. Another source of 
complexity was the range of learners’ levels of proficiency because of feeder schools with different levels of English 
and some learners having attended or attending private English language schools in addition to their school 
lessons. The general trend for these English teachers, who had a good level of grammar knowledge as English 
philologists, was to follow a form-focused approach and start teaching grammar from zero in G7 in an attempt to 
balance learners’ levels of proficiency. For more information about the transition from primary to secondary school 
in the ELLiC project see Muñoz et al. (2015) and Camuñas (2013).  

 

1.3.5 Instruments 

Interviews, questionnaires and other instruments  

This section describes data elicited from interviews, questionnaires and other instruments in order to capture 
perceptions from primary and secondary school English teachers, learners and their parents.  

Teacher interviews and questionnaires  
Data was elicited from primary school English teachers in G1-G6 and high school teachers in G7. In G10 it was not 
possible to gather any data from the focal learners’ English teachers. Once every year teachers answered our 
questions and completed a questionnaire about their teaching methodology and the focal learners. In G7 teachers 
were also asked about the topic of transition from primary to secondary school in an additional interview. All 
teacher interviews, which were conducted in Catalan or Spanish and often lasted for 30-45 minutes, were audio 
recorded and transcribed.  
 
Learner interviews and questionnaires 
Focal learners were interviewed individually at least once a year in primary school, twice in G7 (in December and 
May/June) and one last time in G10. During these interviews, which were originally developed as part of the ELLiE 
project, learners were encouraged to express their perceptions of their own learning process and their attitudes 
towards the classroom. In the G7 and G10 interviews, the ELLiE interview script was expanded to better fit the high 



school context. From G6 on a second interview was developed as part of the ELLiC project with a focus on 
metalinguistic and crosslinguistic awareness. All the interviews were conducted in Catalan (the school language). 
The length of the interviews tended to increase over time. For example, in G1-G2 most of them lasted between 5-6 
minutes while in G10 they lasted from 12 to 25 minutes.   
 
An L2 motivation/attitudes questionnaire was administered to all students in class during primary education and to 
focal learners only in G7 and G10. It was created as part of the ELLiE project (Enever, 2011) and included questions 
like: “Do you like English this year?”; “Is English easy or difficult for you this year?”. Information about 
extracurricular instruction was also obtained in this questionnaire (except in G1 and G2 when the teacher provided 
us with this information). Illustration 1.1 shows the answer choice in the G2-G6 questionnaire. The questionnaire 
was always written in Catalan and administered towards the end of each school year. In G7 it was also 
administered in December. Five additional items were added in G10 about parental encouragement (Brady, 2015).   
 

Illustration 1.1  
Learner questionnaire in G6. Sample items from answer sheet.  
 1 

     
Dislike a lot Dislike Neither like 

nor dislike 
Like Like a lot 

2 

     
Very difficult Difficult Neither easy  

nor difficult 
Easy Very easy 

 
Parents’ questionnaires 
Two pencil and paper questionnaires were sent home with the children in G2 and G4 as part of the ELLiE project 
(Enever, 2011). The questionnaires enquired about the parents’ bio data, their children’s out-of-school contact with 
English, observations of their children’s learning of English, etc. A total of 73 and 175 parents’ questionnaires were 
collected from G2 and G4 respectively.  

 
Other instruments 
In an attempt to use age-appropriate data collection methods, two instruments with a strong visual component 
were used in G4 and G10. This modality of data made sense given the centrality of visual images in children’s and 
teenagers’ lives. In G4 learners were asked to produce a drawing in connection with English (“When you hear the 
word ‘English’, which image comes to your mind?”). In G10 learners were asked to complete two word webs with 
the prompts “English now” and “English in the future”.  
 

Linguistic and cognitive measures 
In this section we provide a general description of the following linguistic measures: two general proficiency 
measures, two comprehension tests and two production tasks. The comprehension tests and the oral production 
tasks were originally developed as part of the ELLiE project (Enever, 2011).  A language aptitude test is also 
described at the end of this section.  
 
General proficiency measures  



Two indicators of general English proficiency were: the scores obtained from an official external examination in G6 
and final course marks. The official examination assessed L2 listening and reading comprehension (14 and 24 
multiple choice items respectively) and L2 written production (between 8-10 lines). The exam is considered a 
reliable indicator of learners’ English language achievement at the end of primary school. Scores from the Catalan 
and Spanish tests in the official external examination were also collected. All tests in the official examination were 
standardised tests. See Chapter 2 for additional information about these exams. The second English measure was 
the final course marks for English, which were collected every year.  
 
Listening and reading comprehension tests 
The listening test included a selection of items from the test used in the BAF project (Muñoz, 2006) and it consisted 
of a picture selection task in which learners were expected to match oral prompts with one of three visuals (see 
Illustration 1.2). The test, which was administered from G1-G6, never required any reading or writing from learners 
but the number and difficulty of the items increased over time to adapt to learners’ increasing level of proficiency. 
The test was administered collectively during class time at the end of the school year.  
 
 

Illustration 1.2.  
Listening test: a sample item from the G6 test 

 
Instructions: Circle the correct picture. 
Oral prompt 8: “Mum puts John’s lunch on the table” 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
The reading test, which was administered from G4 to G6, consisted of a picture comic strip for children. Learners 
were asked to read short sentences and match them to the illustrations (see illustration 1.3). In G6 additional 
true/false items were added to increase the difficulty of the test. The reading test, like the listening test, never 
required learners to do any writing and was administered collectively during class time at the end of the school 
year.  
 

Illustration 1.3 
Comic strip3 

 
Instructions: Write a letter in every bubble. There is an extra letter.  

                                                             
3 Pesquis I Baliga-CF1119 ©Cavall Fort 2009, by Viladoms – All rights reserved. 
 



 

     
 
Production tasks  
Learners were asked to perform a written and an oral production task towards the end of every school year. The 
written task was administered from G5 on while the oral task was used from G4 on. The written task was about 
writing a letter to a pen friend from a different country. Learners completed the task in ten minutes (maximum) by 
handwriting during class time in G5 and G6 and individually outside class in G7 and G10.  
 
The oral task, which was always administered individually, included short questions about themselves, their family, 
and friends and a guessing game based on a picture in which many different people appeared. The scene of the 
picture was a classroom scene in G4, G6, and G7, a supermarket in G5 and a scene at the beach in G10 but all 
scenes always included a similar number of people (21-24). During the guessing game, the researcher and the 
learner took turns guessing a character of their choice.  
 
Language aptitude test 
Learners’ language-learning aptitude was measured by means of the MLAT-E (elementary version of the Modern 
Language Aptitude Test) in its Catalan adaptation (Suárez, 2010). The test was administered to intact classes in G6. 
It consists of four parts: Hidden Words (ability to associate sounds and symbols), Matching Words (sensitivity to 
grammatical structure), Finding Rhymes (ability to hear speech sounds), and Number Learning (auditory alertness 
and ability to remember).  
 
Lesson observations 
 
Two types of lesson observations were conducted: group and focal learner observations. At least two group 
observations per teacher were carried out each year except in G7 when observations took place in only some 
schools. It was not possible to conduct lesson observations in G10. A template was used while the lesson was going 
on in which a chronological description of the stages of the lessons plus field notes were recorded. After each 
lesson, a post-observation sheet was completed that included structured and open questions. From G1 to G4, 
observations of the focal learners were also conducted in which three students were observed at a time once or 
twice per school year. The templates were originally developed as part of the ELLiE project (Enever, 2011) and were 
gradually modified during the course of the study.  
 
Summary of instruments 

Table 1.3 lists all the instruments/measures in the ELLiC project with an indication of when they were used.  



Table 1.3  
Overview of instruments/measures 
 

  
Instruments / Measures 

Primary 
education 

Secondary 
education 

  G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 G7  G10 

In
te

rv
ie

w
s, 

qu
es

tio
nn

ai
re

s 
an

d 
ot

he
r i

ns
tr

um
en

ts
 Teacher interview and questionnaire x x x x x x x  

Learner ELLiE interview  x x x x x x x x 
Meta- and cross ling awareness interview      x x x 
Learner questionnaire x x x x x x x x 
Parents’ questionnaire  x  x     
Learners’ drawings    x     
Learners’ word webs  x 

Li
ng

ui
st

ic 
an

d 
co

gn
iti

ve
 

m
ea

su
re

s 
   

Official external examination scores      x   

Course marks (English) x x x x x x x x 
Listening test x x x x x x   
Reading test    x x x   
Written task     x x x x 
Oral task    x x x x x 
Language aptitude test      x   

O
bs

er
v.

 Classroom observations 
 

x x x x x x x  

Focal learners’ observations  
 

x x x x     
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