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Institute of Education

Insights from two studies



• Different policies for young language learning across UK but all give 
weight to both linguistic and non-linguistic outcomes

• National curriculum for England:

Learning a foreign language is a liberation from insularity and provides an opening to other 
cultures. A high-quality languages education should foster pupils’ curiosity and deepen their 
understanding of the world. The teaching should enable pupils to express their ideas and thoughts 
in another language and to understand and respond to its speakers, both in speech and in 
writing. It should also provide opportunities for them to communicate for practical purposes, learn 
new ways of thinking and read great literature in the original language. Language teaching should 
provide the foundation for learning further languages, equipping pupils to study and work in other 
countries.
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Context
Widespread push towards early additional language learning 

(Nikolov & Timpe-Laughlin, 2021)



Context

Children should make
“substantial progress in one language” (DfE, 2013, p.2)

Challenges: 
Ø limited time available (30-60 minutes per week) (Collen, 2022)

Ø lack of curriculum guidance
Ø very variable teacher expertise (Graham et al., 2017)
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Languages became a compulsory part of 

the primary school curriculum (age 7 to 11)



Motivation
• A key variable for young learners but lack of larger, longitudinal studies in 

LOTE contexts
• Evidence of generally high levels of positivity towards language learning 

especially in respect of its communicative importance and intrinsic aspects 
of motivation (Graham et al., 2016)

• Yet much variability across cohorts and over time, including in self-efficacy 
(Courtney et al., 2017; Graham et al., 2016,; Myles, 2022)

• Effect of classroom, pedagogy and learner factors important yet 
underexplored (Graham et al., 2016, 2017; Mihaljevíc Djigunović, 2009; Wu, 2003)

• Potential role of exposure to “moderately challenging tasks, necessary 
instructional support” (Wu, 2003: 501) for increased sense of competence and 
autonomy (key aspects of motivation)

• These issues are being explored in two related, funded studies.
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The Progression in Primary Languages
(PiPL) project

A UKRI-funded, four-year longitudinal study aimed at:

ØMapping the development of young learners’ language knowledge in French, 
German and Spanish in an instructed context

ØExploring the individual, instructional and contextual factors that influence 
language learning in classroom settings in English-speaking countries

ØQuestions: 

1. To what extent does learner motivation differ across languages, school, and 
year group?

2. How does learner motivation develop over time, and what factors are related 
to that development?
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The PiPL project: Timeline

Time 1
Feb 2023

Time 2
Jun 2023

Time 3
Jan 2024

Time 4
Jun 2024

Time 5
Jan 2025

Time 6
Jun 2025

Year 3 (age 7-8) Year 3 (age 7-8) Year 4 (age 9-10)

Year 4 (age 8-9) Year 4 (age 8-9) Year 5 (age 10-11)

Year 5 (age 9-10) Year 5 (age 9-10) Year 6 (age 10-11)

Year 6 (age 10-11) Year 7 (age 11-12)

Longitudinal tracking

Cross-
sectional 

comparisons

School partners: 17 primary schools

Ø 7 schools teaching French (Participants in 2024: n = 847)

Ø 2 schools teaching German (Participants in 2024: n = 516)

Ø 8 schools teaching Spanish (Participants in 2024: n = 868)

45-60 minutes of language 
teaching per week

Following a systematic, 
defined scheme of work



The PiPL project: 
Research instruments

Progression
Non-linguistic 

Factors
Receptive vocabulary size
Receptive phonics knowledge
Reading comprehension

Pupil attitudes, motivation and self-
efficacy questionnaire

Parental questionnaire
Receptive grammatical knowledge 
Listening comprehension
Oral production
Written production

A battery of tests and tools administered every year measuring:

Y6 language aptitude and working 
memory

Plus interviews with headteachers, specialist teachers, linguistic landscape...



Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Total

June 2023 227 213 203 643

June 2024 171 243 227 206 847
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Participants
French

Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Total

June 2023 113 114 114 341

June 2024 85 144 146 143 516

Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Total

June 2023 263 265 280 808

June 2024 160 163 265 280 868

German

Spanish



• Based on Cable et al. (2010), Graham et al. (2016), informed by 
Dörnyei’s (1998) three level model of motivation:

• Language level (instrumental and integrative motivations) 
(9 items, e.g. Learning French will help me get a good job; I like learning about countries 
where French is spoken)

• Learning situation level (course-specific) motivations
(6 items, e.g. I enjoy French lessons)

• Learner level (feelings/beliefs and self-efficacy) 
(17 items, e.g. Learning French is hard; I can write some sentences to describe myself 
in French)
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The questionnaire

1 2 3 4



• Cross-sectional
o Time 1 (2023) and Time 2 (2024) separately.
o Descriptive statistics and one-way ANCOVA  (language, 

school, year group as fixed factors; vocabulary score as 
covariate).

• Longitudinal
o Time 1 - Time 2.
o Descriptive statistics and repeated measures ANCOVA 

(time as within-subjects factor; language and school as 
between-subjects factors; vocabulary score as covariate).

• No effect of gender, EAL status or FSM status on motivation.
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Analysis
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• Overall, motivation decreased each year.
• All years over 2.5 mean overall (positive).
• However, this was extremely variable 

depending on the school: 

• French schools showed 
this downward trend, with
sig. differences between years
(p < .001, large effect size).

• No sig. difference between 
years in German schools.

• Spanish schools
were extremely variable,
but no sig. differences 
between years overall.

2.3

2.5

2.7

2.9

Y3 Y4 Y5

2023 Means

Cross-sectional findings: To what extent 

does learner motivation differ across languages, school, and year group (2023)?

n = 861
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• Overall, the effect of vocabulary score on motivation was 
highly significant (p < .001). This is as expected:

• Those better at languages are more motivated.

• However, this differed according to language and school:
• Not quite significant for Spanish schools (p = .061, medium-large 

effect size).

• A significant factor for German schools (p = .002, large effect size).

• Highly significant for French schools (p < .001, very large effect 
size).

Cross-sectional findings: To what extent 

does learner motivation differ across languages, school, and year group (2023)?
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• Similar downward trend across
year groups in 2024.

• Y6 below 2.5 - i.e. negative overall.
• Y6 is significantly different from the

other year groups (p < .001, large effect size).

• Clearer downward
trend for all schools
than in 2023.

• Significant differences
between schools.

2.3

2.5

2.7

2.9

Y3 Y4 Y5 Y6

2024 Means

Cross-sectional findings: To what extent 

does learner motivation differ across languages, school, and year group (2024)?

n = 1,343
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Longitudinal findings: How does learner motivation 

develop over time (2023-2024), and what factors are related to that development?

• Overall decrease in motivation 
from one year to the next.

• Biggest decrease in Spanish.

• Y3 à Y4

2.3

2.5

2.7

2.9

French German Spanish

Overall difference in motivation between 
2023 and 2024

2023 2024

2.3

2.4

2.5

2.6

2.7

2.8

2.9

3

2023 2024

Difference between Y3 - Y4 in French, 
German and Spanish schools

French German Spanish

No significant effect of time between 
Y3-Y4 motivation scores (p = .133).

A significant Time * School interaction 
(p = .05).
The amount of change differed across 
schools/languages – i.e. in French

n = 619
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• Y4 à Y5

• German increases slightly!
• Significant effect of time overall (p = .046).

• Significant Time * School interaction (p = 
.046) – i.e. some schools saw greater 
change than others (1 French, 1 Spanish 
from 2.9 to 2.5).

• Y5 à Y6

• Biggest decrease in motivation for all 
languages between Y5 and Y6.

• Significant effect of time overall (p < .001).
• Significant effects of school and vocab 

score (p < .001).
• No significant Time * School interaction.

2.3

2.4

2.5

2.6

2.7

2.8

2.9

3

2023 2024

Difference between Y4 - Y5 in French, 
German and Spanish schools

French German Spanish

2.3

2.4

2.5

2.6

2.7

2.8

2.9

3

2023 2024

Difference between Y5 - Y6 in French, 
German and Spanish schools

French German Spanish

Longitudinal findings: How does learner motivation 

develop over time (2023-2024), and what factors are related to that development?
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Different aspects of motivation

Fr/Ge/Sp countries, traditions, people

proficiency 
self-rating

how difficult/
proud/worried

fun/enjoyment

how useful



• Learning situation:
• Language learning situation ratings did not change much for participants from one 

year to the next (p = .371, ηp2 = .001), but this was highly dependent on which school 
participants went to (p < .001, ηp2 = 0.57).

• Instrumental motivation:
• As pupils got older, they tended to think that languages were less useful (p = .058, ηp2 = 

.005), regardless of which school they went to or how proficient they were.

• Integrative motivation and feelings/beliefs about language learning:
• How participants felt about the target people, culture and the language did not change 

over time. At both time points, however, it did vary across schools and was affected 
by learners’ proficiency level (vocab score).

• Self-efficacy:
• Changes in self-efficacy varied according to school (p < .001, ηp2 = .051), although 

proficiency contributed to overall self-efficacy ratings at both time points.
• 4 out of 5 of the Spanish schools had a self-efficacy mean of below 2.5 in 2024.

• Similar trends for French (more negative), German (more positive) and 
Spanish (mixed) as in the overall scores.

17

Different aspects of motivation
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ESRC Education  
Research Programme
Empowering educators

• Pre-post test quasi-experimental study

• Classroom intervention using materials created by research team and 
delivered by teachers, between February and July

• Time 1 and Time 2 measures of self-efficacy and empathy 
(questionnaire) as measures of sense of competence and relatedness 
(key aspects of motivation within Self-Determination Theory)

• Participants: Learners of French or Spanish from 13 Intervention schools 
and 17 Control schools, Year 5 learners

• Results presented for a small sub-sample from whom pre-post test results 
had been received and processed

• Spanish –140 Control, 90 Intervention

• French – 65 Control, 131 Intervention

Slide footer

Methodology: Study design and participants



ESRC Education  
Research Programme
Empowering educators

The intervention

• Three stories with text (written and spoken) and images (same 
for each language)

• Themes of migration, love and trust, and perseverance in the 
face of adversity

• Focus on emotions, different perspectives
• Sourced from storyweaver.org and adapted linguistically
• Embedded as videos in Nearpod
• Accompanying activities to model and practice 

comprehension strategies,  focusing on self-efficacy 
• Followed by activities to stimulate creativity and empathy
• Teachers had previously had 9 hours of training in using the 

approaches

Pschitt, chien errant (French), relevelled by Graham, S., Porter, A., & Turner, J. (© Graham, Porter, 
Turner 2024) based on original story Pschitt, chien errant (French), written by Kavitha 
Punniyamurthi, illustrated by Sarthak Sinha, translated by Sak Untala, published by StoryWeaver, 
Pratham Books under a CC BY 4.0 license on StoryWeaver. Read, create and translate stories for free 
on www.storyweaver.org.in

https://storyweaver.org.in/


ESRC Education  
Research Programme
Empowering educators

Instruments
• Self-efficacy: Seven items I can read and understand a short story in [French/Spanish] with 

pictures on my own  (1-4; Definitely untrue-Definitely true)

• Cognitive, affective and behavioural empathy: EmQue-CA (Overgaauw et al., 2017):  18 items e.g. 
When a friend is angry, I tend to know why (Not true, Sometimes true, Often true)

• Cultural empathy - four items from Myles (2022):
v ‘Would you like to meet a child from a country where they speak [French/Spanish]?’ (Yes/No/Not 

sure)
v Do you think a [French/Spanish] child would be like you? (Not at all/A bit/Very much)
v Can you think of any ways in which a [French/Spanish] child would be the same as you? Write 

them here.



ESRC Education  
Research Programme
Empowering educators

Findings: Overall self-efficacy
Significant Time* Language * Group interaction



ESRC Education  
Research Programme
Empowering educators

Control Intervention T2 between 
groups diffs. 
effect

I can… Time 1 Time 2

(gain or loss ?)

Time 1 Time 2

(gain or loss ?)
Say some 
sentences..

2.55 2.44 2.75 2.82 Medium

Sing a song 2.47 2.44 2.44 2.64* (medium 
effect)

Write a few 
sentences…

2.70 2.38* 2.89 2.86 Medium

Understand 
what my 
teacher says…

2.65 2.59 2.78 2.68

Read and 
understand a 
story…

2.24 2.48*

(small effect)

2.32 2.60** (medium 
effect)

Spell the 
words…

2.89 2.83 2.85 2.84

Read out loud.. 2.52 2.56 2.76 2.94* (small-
medium effect)

Medium

Results: Self-efficacy (French)



ESRC Education  
Research Programme
Empowering educators

Cultural empathy items – Spanish 

• Significant differences between groups at Posttest for both items; significant pre-post gains for 
Intervention group only for ‘Like you’ (all medium effects)

2.8
2.9
3

3.1
3.2
3.3
3.4

Pretest Posttest

Like to meet

Control Intervention

1.8
1.9
2

2.1
2.2
2.3
2.4

Pretest Posttest

Like you

Control Intervention



Conclusions from both studies

PiPL:

• Clear downward trend in motivation year on year, seen in both cross-
sectional and longitudinal data.

• Differences at the school level, which also hold when comparing 
languages more broadly.

• Effect of proficiency (vocab score) on motivation is significant across 
the data, but differs according to language and school.

DELTEA:
• Positive effect of multimodal materials, reading comprehension 

strategies input and empathy-enhancing activities
• Self-efficacy for French intervention learners alone increased over 

the year – vital for future overall motivation
• Cultural empathy increased for Spanish intervention learners 



Recommendations

- Ensure learners’ vocabulary develops, especially in 
French and German, where this had a bigger impact 
on motivation.

- Do not assume that young learners will remain 
motivated over time and that ‘fun’ is enough

- Use multimodal materials for teaching reading 
comprehension strategies and use empathy-
enhancing activities to support sense of competence 
and relatedness

- Ensure more equal access to language teaching and 
training for language teaching across schools.



Project details

https://research.reading.ac.uk/pro
gression-primary-languages/ https://ripl.uk/deltea/
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