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BES	 Best Evidence Synthesis

CLIL	 Content and Language Integrated Learning

CLT	 Communicative Language Teaching

COGG	 An Chomhairle um Oideachas Gaeltachta agus 

Gaelscolaíochta (translates as The Council for Gaeltacht 

and Gaelscoil Education)

DES	 Department of Education and Skills (previously 

Department of Education and Science)

EFL	 English as a foreign language

ELP	 European Language Portfolio

ESL	 English as a second language

L1, L2, L3	 First language, second language, third language (of 

learner)

MFL	 Modern Foreign Language

NCCA	 National Council for Curriculum and Assessment

SLA 	 Second language acquisition
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Background

In June 2010, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 

(NCCA) signalled a move from review of the Primary School 

Curriculum (Department of Education and Science [DES], 1999) to 

reconstruction of the area of language in the curriculum. A 

significant consideration in this regard was the publication of Aistear: 

the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009). Although 

both the Primary School Curriculum and Aistear were informed by the 

research of their time, Aistear has drawn on research and theory in 

the past decade to highlight aspects of early childhood education 

such as the importance of play and the role of the adult in 

supporting children’s learning. During the same time, findings from 

curriculum reviews and research informed our understanding of 

children’s lives today and how they learn in primary schools, 

including the areas of reading, writing and oral language, and how 

these elements of language interact for children.In developing the 

language curriculum, it is important to draw upon up-to-date 

research in this regard. 

In December 2009, the NCCA commissioned a desktop study to 

synthesise research in the area of language teaching and learning. The 

purpose of the research was to identify, evaluate, analyse and 

synthesise evidence from Irish and international research about 

language teaching and learning in order to inform discussion about 

language in the Primary School Curriculum, and in particular the 

teaching of Irish and additional languages. The invitation to tender 

called for a distinct focus on classroom practice rather than on 

theoretical approaches, in order to generalise to key principles for 

successful language teaching. 
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Methodology

The research was envisaged as a desk-top study which would have 

some, but not all, of the features of a Best Evidence Synthesis (BES), 

drawing together research findings most relevant to second language 

teaching in primary schools in Ireland, for which there is evidence 

showing their effectiveness. However, one of the key features of BES 

is that an advisory group of experts work with the authors at all 

stages of the research process, locating and assembling data, evaluating 

and synthesising evidence and interrogating the emerging themes 

(Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 2004). An advisory group of 

this kind was not a feature of this synthesis study.

In the search for best evidence strict criteria were applied to evaluate 

evidence, and only studies in which a clear causal link and objectively 

determined improvement in learner competence were present were 

included. This resulted in considerable limiting of the number of 

studies considered in the first phase of the synthesis. The themes that 

emerged describe a number of practices that can be said to be 

effective for second language learners in contexts similar to primary 

schools in Ireland. Due to the limited number of studies included in 

the synthesis, however, the emergent themes give only a partial 

picture of practice in language teaching. The addition of a further 

chapter which brings together findings from descriptive (process-

type) research adds significantly to the completeness of the report in 

answering the original research questions – what works for language 

learners, and why?
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Synthesis of key studies: emergent themes for effective 

language teaching

The key findings relating to effective practice in language teaching 

that emerged from the synthesis study are

•	 corrective feedback

•	 Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL)

•	 intensive language programmes.

•	 orientation of language programmes – communicative or 

analytical approaches – and the importance of teacher factors

•	 the importance of second language (L2) literacy development

Corrective feedback

There is evidence to show that corrective feedback, in the form of 

prompts to students, would be effective in improving second 

language development for primary school children in fourth to sixth 

classes. Prompts are more effective than recasts (recasts are when the 

teacher repeats the utterance with the error corrected) which in turn 

are more effective than ignoring errors. Care should be taken that 

any corrective feedback given to young learners should not 

undermine their self-esteem or confidence.

Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL)

Evidence shows that language learning is more effective when it is 

combined with content learning in another subject other than the 

language being learned. Content and Language Integrated Learning 

(CLIL) has been shown to improve students’ language proficiency, 

without negatively impacting on the development of either the 

students’ first language, or their performance in the subject area being 

taught. CLIL enables learners to encounter language in context and 
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use it for authentic communication, and challenges them to use the 

target language for cognitive purposes to acquire knowledge, skills 

and information. 

The report notes that the context of Irish primary schools is 

particularly favourable to using CLIL in teaching Irish as a second or 

additional language, as all primary teachers need to demonstrate a 

satisfactory level of competence in Irish to gain full recognition as a 

primary school teacher. Three forms of CLIL that could be used 

effectively in primary schools are described. Individual teachers could 

consider using CLIL informally, either in their language class or by 

teaching content from other subject areas through Irish from time to 

time. Schools could decide to offer an extended core programme 

where a number of subjects or aspects of subjects would be taught 

through Irish in a more explicit way. Alternatively schools could 

choose to offer partial immersion programmes for up to 50% of 

instructional time. Such whole-school initiatives would require the 

support of parents and the school community, as well as support for 

teachers in the form of continuous professional development and 

provision of resources. 

Intensive language programmes

There is strong evidence to suggest that intensive programmes of 

instruction in a second or additional language over a short time 

period are more effective than drip feed programmes where learners 

are exposed to limited amounts of the language over a longer period. 

The reason intensive programmes are more effective is that they 

allow opportunities for students to undertake sustained activities, use 

the language they have learned, and achieve a basic level of 

communicative ability that supports spontaneous communication and 

enhances motivation and success. The key difference between 

intensive language programmes and CLIL approaches is that the 

focus is on language learning (learning the language through 
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communicative activities) rather than on content learning (learning 

another subject through the language). 

Orientation of language programmes (communicative 
or grammatical/analytical approaches) and the 
importance of teacher factors

The evidence from research shows contradictory results – in some 

studies communicative oriented courses did not result in any 

improvement in students’ proficiency while in others the language 

proficiency of learners in classrooms where experiential and 

communicative activities were emphasised were better than those 

where there was a traditional grammatical/analytical approach. The 

conclusion is that the link between course design and pupil proficiency 

is quite weak and is dependent on context. It is not possible to design 

an ideal curriculum or course for every situation, and the critical 

concern should be achieving the right balance between communicative 

and analytical activities. 

There is strong evidence to suggest that teacher characteristics such as 

experience and skill are critical in achieving that balance, and that 

teacher competence is more important than the orientation of the 

language curriculum or course in supporting children’s language 

development. However, as noted later in the report, research has not so 

far provided clear guidance on what balance should be struck between 

form-focused and meaning- or communication-focused activities. 

Development of L2 literacy skills

Evidence shows that the development of students’ L2 literacy skills 

supports the development of their second language proficiency in 

general. Reading aloud (teacher reading aloud to children) is a useful 

strategy to model correct pronunciation, stress and intonation and to 

help the children develop comprehension skills by focusing on units of 

meaning, especially in the beginning stages of language learning.
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Research findings recommend introducing L2 learners to literacy in 

a gradual way from the early stages of language learning, taking 

account of the wider literacy instruction in other languages in the 

school and L1 literacy in particular. L2 reading strategies need to be 

explicitly taught. 

Process type research: additional general principles for 

effective language teaching

As noted earlier, the research design was modified to include an 

overview of principles for effective language teaching drawn from 

more descriptive (qualitative) data than from the quasi-experimental 

(quantitative data) in the original synthesis. The inclusion of this 

process-type research helps to provide a more complete picture of 

effective practice in language teaching. The main themes identified in 

this chapter are:

•	 early language learning

•	 task-based interaction 

•	 balancing form-focused and meaning activities

•	 listening comprehension and story-telling activities

•	 target language use

•	 the European Language Portfolio (ELP)

•	 language learning strategies 

An early start in language learning can be beneficial to learners but 

does not guarantee success. It is a particular feature of the Primary 

School Curriculum that children in primary schools in Ireland benefit 

from the opportunity to begin learning two languages from the early 

years. To be successful early language learning must be accompanied 
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by effective teaching. Motivation and aptitude are important 

characteristics; enjoyable activities develop motivation but it is also 

important to focus also on meta-language, accuracy and form, and to 

strike a balance between spontaneous communication and 

opportunities to plan and prepare productive language.

Task-based interaction has been shown to facilitate second language 

learning. In task based interaction the teacher creates activities or 

tasks which are more than language practice activities or drills, but 

where learners communicate ideas and feelings and receive feedback 

as to whether they have been understood. These activities help 

learners develop production and comprehension skills and improve 

motivation. The role of teacher feedback and intervention needs to 

be carefully handled in these situations. 

Balancing form-focused and meaning-focused activities is also 

important. Research has not yet provided clear guidance on the 

optimum balance, but some studies suggest that alternating between 

activities that focus on developing fluent expression and confidence 

and those that focus on accuracy of form and meaning can be useful.

Listening to and comprehending spoken natural language supports 

the development of comprehension. Through carefully planned 

listening activities teachers can support learners develop 

comprehension strategies, including word and sound recognition and 

use context and previous knowledge to understand content in the 

target language. 

Story telling activities can also help to promote speaking proficiency 

and literacy skills. 

Target language use by the teacher impacts positively on learners’ 

L2 proficiency. It is one of the principles of Curaclam na Gaeilge that 

the target language should be used at all times in Irish lessons, and as 

much as possible outside formal Irish lessons
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Research shows that using the European Language Portfolio (ELP) 

can increase motivation and promote learner autonomy, and supports 

children in reflecting on their learning; this is particularly important 

for second language learners who may have little opportunity to use 

the language they learned outside schools and therefore often lack 

feedback on their progress and evidence of what they have learned. 

Developing learning strategies can have positive effects on language 

learning over time, and even young children can become aware of 

and taught to use language learning strategies. 

Conclusion

The report highlights a number of important questions and issues for 

consideration in relation to language in the Primary School Curriculum. 

It also emphasises however, that although research can be a valuable 

means of informing curriculum review, it can only offer limited 

guidance and there are no simple answers to the questions raised. For 

example, although there is a substantial body of research in the area 

of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), in many cases findings in 

SLA research are not sufficiently clear or uncontested enough to 

provide straightforward guidance for teachers. It is notable that in this 

research project no studies were found to inform the teaching of 

Irish as a first language. This reminds us of the different contexts in 

which language is taught: English-medium, Irish-medium immersion 

and Gaeltacht schools, as well as classrooms where there is a 

significant minority of children for whom English is an additional 

language, and approximately 15% of schools where modern European 

languages are taught to senior classes. All these combine to create a 

complicated linguistic landscape for primary education in Ireland, 

which is one of the key challenges in developing the language 

curriculum for pirmary schools. 
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S e c t i o n  1 

I n t r o d u c t i o n
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The report presented here arose from an invitation to tender for a 

Best Evidence Synthesis(BES) on effective language teaching. An 

interim report was submitted in April 2010 and a final report in July 

2010. The current report contains some extra material that we added 

following a further stage to the research process. The report 

comprises five sections. In the remainder of this section, we ouline 

the issues that arose in conducting a synthesis of research. In Section 

2 we give an account of the search processes used in the research 

synthesis. We explain the manner in which the database searches were 

carried out and how they were refined where necessary. Database 

searches were augmented by hand searches and the results of these 

are also set out.1 In Section 3 we identify the key studies that were 

found to inform our synthesis and we give an account of the data 

extracted from each one. The findings are discussed in relation to five 

emergent themes. Section 4, which examines some of the many 

process-type and correlational studies which have been carried out, 

was added after the completion of the original BES in order to 

provide greater coverage of the field. We conclude with an 

examination of the implications of the present BES for classroom 

teaching, policy and future research needs in Section 5.

1.1	S ynthesising research on effective language 

teaching

We discuss briefly here the literature on research synthesis and 

examine the complex issues underlying this process. We have 

included an extended discussion of these issues in Appendix 1 where 

we examine previous syntheses on language teaching at primary level 

and describe how they informed our approach to the search process 

and the formulation of inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

A critical component of a BES is to define the criteria of what 

constitutes evidence for the particular BES. As Norris and Ortega 

1	 A more detailed account of the search process is included in Appendix 2
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(2000) point out stringent criteria are normally applied for the 

inclusion of evidence in such a synthesis. In the case of language 

teaching, to say something was effective, we would want to be able to 

show that employment of instructional practice X or teaching practice X 

produces 

a.	 significant improvements in pupil proficiency or in acquisition of 

the language (in a pre-test, post-test sense),  

or 

b.	 that it produces better proficiency than would be produced by 

other (alternative) practices or methods. 

We would also accept as evidence for effectiveness, researchers or 

teachers own judgements that performance had improved (as long as 

these judgements were focused in some way), or clear indications of 

improvement in attitude to learning. 

For this exercise to be useful to language teachers we need to be able 

to give precise descriptions of instructional practices employed in the 

individual studies examined and to describe classroom processes so 

that teachers can assess their relevance and applicability to other 

contexts. Unfortunately, as Mitchell & Myles (1998) point out:

The findings of SLA research are not sufficiently secure, clear 

and uncontested, across broad enough domains, to provide 

straightforward prescriptive guidance for the teacher…

(p. 195). 

There are two main types of research study that are relevant to 

language teaching namely process-product studies and process-type studies. 

Much of the research in the area of second language acquisition 

(SLA) is dominated by process-product type studies where good 

measures of effectiveness are linked to well defined and well 

measured instructional practices. Unfortunately, from the point of 
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view of teaching and the language classroom, SLA type studies tend 

to be quite fragmented and not age-related. Many of them deal with 

adult learners where the learning context and motivation to learn the 

target language differ greatly from children in primary school. 

Process-type studies, on the other hand, tend to be of a qualitative 

nature, some consisting of professional judgements and emerging as 

general consensus about what constitutes good practice. The difficulty 

with these studies for our BES is that they do not establish cause and 

effect in such a way as to link instructional practices to pupil 

outcomes. As Driscoll et al. (2004) point out, much of this kind of 

research focuses on aspects of pupils' learning, programme-planning 

or curriculum materials, with little, if any, reference to teaching 

practices or research. It is our view that for a BES to be worthwhile, 

to add anything new, it must be based on an exhaustive search of 

research data bases using well defined process-product criteria. There 

are already many good narrative reviews of mainly process-type 

studies. This is the approach we adopted in first stage of completing 

the synthesis.

The major difficulty we faced in carrying out this work was that the 

synthesis of research on effective language teaching, irrespective of 

educational level or learner age, is a very new area (Norris & Ortega, 

2010). There are no substantial groups of studies conducted on well-

defined teaching practices pertaining to classrooms at primary level. 

The cross cutting themes referred to in the NCCA invitation to 

tender added to the breadth and complexity of the task of 

conducting a BES. The different contexts of immersion and first 

language (L1) in Gaeltacht schools were also integral to our search 

strategy. Despite exhaustive searching, no suitable studies were found 

to inform the teaching of Irish in a L1 context. The search for studies 

relevant to the Irish immersion context yielded a number of 

potentially useful studies but it was not possible to synthesise the 

evidence from these studies due to insufficient time.



Effective Language Teaching: A Synthesis of Research

25

1.2	L anguage learners and programmes relevant to 

the synthesis study

The focus of the BES sought was intended to be language at primary 

level with particular reference to the teaching of Irish. It was 

necessary to consider early on whether to include or exclude 

different kinds of non-mother-tongue language teaching. Primary 

modern foreign language learning, or early language learning, is a 

fairly distinct research area. The case of Irish as a minority second 

language has some unique aspects: a second language which is a 

minority language, yet in constitutional terms is one of two official 

languages. Nonetheless, we decided we would include studies of both 

modern foreign language and minority second language traditions as 

long as it did not contrast sharply with the Irish context. Thus, for 

example, we exclude studies where the second language learners 

were likely to encounter the target language to a significant extent in 

their lives outside school. 

Key features of Irish language teaching in primary schools have been

•	 the long tradition of teaching the lesson largely through Irish 

•	 that class teachers rather than visiting teachers teach Irish, and 

•	 that primary teachers need to demonstrate a satisfactory level of 

competence in Irish to gain full recognition as a qualified primary 

school teacher.2 

This is a resource that is not enjoyed in many other early language 

learning contexts. The circumstances in Irish primary schools means 

that Irish can be used informally outside the Irish lesson throughout 

2	 This takes the form of either a qualification in Irish as an academic subject in the 
B.Ed. degree, a professional qualification in Irish as part of the B.Ed. programme or 
a qualification to meet the Irish Language Requirement (Scrúdú Cáilíochta sa 
Ghaeilge). An evaluation of the teaching of Irish in primary schools (Department 
of Education and Science 2007) found that 95% of teachers in the classes visited 
had one of these three qualifications.  
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the school-day. In addition, there is a tradition in a substantial 

minority of classes of teaching some aspect of the curriculum 

through Irish, facilitating some integration elsewhere in the 

curriculum and increasing the pupils’ exposure to the target language. 

1.3	T he link between data-extraction and synthesis in 

the present study

The present synthesis presents a number of challenges in trying to 

arrive at useful conclusions which are well grounded in evidence. 

Some of these arise from the relatively small number of process-

product studies which met out inclusion criteria. Thus, we do not 

have the kind of substantial groups of experimental quantitative 

studies which would allow direct cause-effect conclusions about 

specific instructional practices and the calculation of effect sizes. 

Against this background, one of the key requirements we set out was 

that the final set of studies selected for data extraction would at least 

be of the product-process type, with independent and dependent 

variables (predictor and criterion variables in the case of correlation-

regression studies) being reasonably clearly defined. In addition, we 

made a systematic attempt to group the small number of key studies 

selected in relation to a number of specific themes. Particular 

connections between process (instructional practices) and product 

(pupil proficiency or learning etc.) established in each study are then 

linked to a particular theme in order to establish the strength of 

evidence for each conclusion. Further details on our approach to 

linking data extraction to the synthesis may be found in the sections 

below and in the appendices.
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S e c t i o n  2 

M e t h o d o l o g y
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2.1	I nventory of sources and search processes

The first step in commencing our Best Evidence Synthesis (BES) was 

to scope out the area for investigation. As the purpose of the 

synthesis outlined in the invitation to tender was broad in nature, it 

necessitated a broad approach to the search process also. We started 

with a time period of 1980-2010 initially. We adopted this approach 

in order to include some key research on the teaching of Irish in the 

1980s. Apart from these studies however, few research studies from 

this period were located. 

The search process adopted two forms, data base searches and hand 

searches. Searches of electronic databases are most likely to identify 

the key peer-reviewed articles pertinent to the research questions. We 

deemed it important to include, as far as was practical, so called 

fugitive literature (Norris & Ortega, 2000, 2006) such as dissertations 

and other unpublished papers. Hand searches were also used to 

identify books containing key material relevant to the topic. Searches 

were made of reference lists, research reports and evaluations 

published in Ireland pertaining to the teaching and learning of Irish. 

These included reports by the Department of Education and Skills 

(DES), the NCCA and An Chomhairle um Oideachas Gaeltachta 

agus Gaelscolaíochta (COGG). We also gathered books and theses 

describing research studies on key topics such as Content and 

Language Integrated Learning (CLIL). 

2.2	S earch sources and terms

We chose nine databases which we deemed to be the most relevant 

for the purpose of our inquiry as the primary search source. Table 2.1 

shows a list of the databases searched. The search terms used can be 

found in Appendix 2 (Table 1), together with a description of the 

three phases of the search process.
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Table 2.1
Databases searched

Blackwell Synergy/Wiley InterScience http://www3.interscience.wiley.com

Cambridge Journals Online http://journals.cambridge.org

Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) http://www.eric.ed.gov

JSTOR http://www.jstor.org

LLBA (Linguistics and language behaviour 
abstracts)

http://csaweb112v.csa.com

Oxford Journal Online http://services.oxfordjournals.org

PsychInfo/EBSCO host http://web.ebscohost.com

Project Muse http://muse.jhu.edu

Sage Journals http://online.sagepub.com

2.3	I nclusion and exclusion criteria

In order to identify studies for inclusion in the BES it was necessary 

to draw up inclusion and exclusion criteria. These criteria were 

applied in a general way initially by looking at the title and/or 

abstract of each result from the different searches. In order to ensure 

that no study fulfilling the criteria was excluded unintentionally the 

initial search process was jointly conducted by the two researchers. 

Agreement was reached on the identification of potential studies. 

This process reduced the number of results of the database searches 

from 8,359 to 532 results. 

In order for a study to be included in the synthesis it had to:

•	 involve learners in the primary school years (4-12 age range) or 

inform language teaching for these pupils

•	 focus on effective language teaching and learning in a school 

setting within the normal school day

•	 concern research studies published between 1980 and 2010 (in 

the case of certain databases it was necessary to limit the search to 

studies published between 1990 and 2010)
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•	 have a process-product type design with well-defined 

independent (effective instructional practices or approaches) and 

dependent (e.g. pupil performance, or attitudes) variables

•	 relate to the language teaching and/or learning in one of the 

following three contexts:

•	 core second language (L2) programmes (and L3 in the case of 

immigrant children), where the language is taught as a subject 

only (Phases 1 and 2)

•	 L2 immersion settings, where the language is the language of 

instruction for all or part of the school day (Phase 3)

•	 in heritage/minority/regional/endangered language 

programmes, where the goal is language maintenance in the 

case of L1 pupils and language revitalisation in the case of L2 

pupils (Phase 3).

Studies were excluded if:

•	 the participants did not fall within the primary school years (4-12 

age range ) or did not inform language teaching for these pupils

•	 they concerned effective language teaching and learning outside 

of the school setting or outside the normal school day

•	 they did not relate directly to L2 teaching and learning 

•	 they were not empirical or investigative studies

•	 they concerned immigrant L2 learners of English.

2.4	R esults of database searches

The tables in Appendix 2 show in detail how each data base was 

searched, how the search terms were combined, and the manner in 
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which searches were refined in order to limit the number of results 

and increase their relevance. When we were satisfied that we had 

refined our search sufficiently, the remaining results were exported to 

the RefWorks bibliographic management programme. This enabled 

us to retrieve all results from RefWorks when we came to examine 

the studies in greater detail. 

As shown in Table 2.2 (below) a total of 8,359 articles were 

examined initially against the inclusion and exclusion criteria 

outlined and of these 532 were selected for further examination.

Table 2.2 
Results of search by database and the number of studies stored 

for further examination in RefWorks
Results of 
Phase 1 
search

Results of 
Phase 2 
search

Results of 
Phase 3 
search

Studies 
stored for 

further 
examina-

tion

Blackwell Synergy/Wiley Interscience 735 364 284 28

Cambridge Journals Online 1,647 48 455 138

ERIC 414 162 186 34

JSTOR 1,562 127

LLBA 60 20

Oxford Journals Online 1,162 129

Project Muse 786 16

PsychInfo /EBSCO 125 4

Sage Journals 369 41

Total 6,860 574 925 537

Total less duplicates 532

The abstracts of the 532 potentially relevant studies were printed and 

bound for independent examination by the two researchers. The first 

researcher identified 74 studies for further examination and the 

second researcher added four more studies to this list. Seventy-eight 

titles in total were identified and full-text copies of these reports 

were sought. Seventy-four documents were accessed in electronic 

format from the possible 78. Two of the remaining four documents 
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were available to us in hard-copy format. The remaining documents 

were dissertations that we were unable to source within the time 

constraints of the study. These full-text studies were scanned and 

subdivided into the following categories as presented in Table 2.3: 

studies containing empirical data, studies on immersion/heritage 

language education, and review type articles.

Table 2.3
Categorisation of full-text studies

Number of studies

Full-text studies identified 76

Studies containing empirical data 24

Studies on immersion/heritage language education 20

Review type articles 32

The 24 studies that contained empirical data were examined against 

our inclusion and exclusion criteria. Five studies met with our 

criteria. The remaining studies were found to pertain to contexts that 

were not relevant to our BES. The reasons for exclusion ranged from 

inappropriate study design, to L1 or English as a Second Language 

(ESL) context, to adult or university age group. 

The 20 studies pertaining to immersion/heritage language education 

have been scrutinised and eight of them have potential to be 

included in a synthesis. The majority of them are concerned with 

corrective feedback in an immersion context. No studies were 

located that provide evidence directly related to the Gaeltacht L1 

context. Due to time constraints it has not been possible to include 

these eight studies at this point. 

The 32 review type articles did not contain any new empirical data 

and as such were excluded from our synthesis. They did, however, 

help to inform the data extraction process and were consulted as part 

of our additional review of process-oriented research in Section 4.
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2.5	H and searches

We augmented our database searches with hand searches. The sources 

for these searches included studies that we were aware of or had 

conducted ourselves, previous research syntheses (Cable et al., 2010; 

Driscoll et al., 2004; Norris & Ortega, 2000; Rolstad, Mahoney, & 

Glass, 2005; Slavin & Cheung, 2005), correspondence with colleagues 

with expertise in this area, indexes of Irish research studies (An 

Chomhairle um Oideachais Gaeltachta agus Gaelscolaíochta 

[COGG], 2002; Ní Dheirg, 2006) and cross-referencing of articles 

and books. We also searched the Oideas journal (see Appendix 2, 

Table DB3.4. p. 70). This search yielded studies as categorised in 

Table 2.4.

Table 2.4
Full-text studies resulting from hand searches

Number of studies

Full-text studies identified 17

Studies containing empirical data 15

Studies on immersion/heritage language education 1

Review type articles 1

The 15 studies that contained empirical data were examined against 

our inclusion and exclusion criteria. Eight of the studies met our 

inclusion criteria. The remaining studies were rejected for similar 

reasons to those outlined in section 2.4 above. 

Table 2.5
Summary of search results 

Number of studies

Studies indentified in database search 5

Studies identified through hand searches 8

Total 13

In conclusion, the search of the named databases augmented by hand 

searches yielded a total of 13 key studies for our BES.
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This section lists the studies chosen for inclusion in our Best 

Evidence Synthesis (BES). A detailed description together with a 

summary of the methodology and the results of each study is given 

in Appendix 3. Following the application of our inclusion and 

exclusion criteria to the full-text studies that we had access to, we 

identified the 13 key studies as listed in Table 3.1. Each of the studies 

was coded according to the research design and the language 

education context in which it took place. Having assembled the 

studies, each of the researchers assessed the strength of evidence in 

each one - weak, moderate or strong. Inevitably this is a subjective 

process to some extent and disagreements had to be resolved through 

discussion.

Table 3.1
Key studies identified in systematic search

Study Design Context Strength of 
evidence

1	 Ammar & Spada (2006) Quasi-experimental ESL/

EFL1 

Moderate

2	 Ammar (2008) Quasi-experimental ESL/EFL Moderate

3	 Gattullo (2000) Quasi-experimental EFL Moderate

4	 Harris (1983) Ex post facto  
Regression

Irish L2/
CLIL

Strong

5	 Jiménez Catalán, R.M. & de Zarobe,
	 Y. R. (2009)

Quasi-experimental CLIL Weak

6	 Kiziltan, N. & Ersanli, C. (2007) Quasi-experimental CLIL Moderate

7	 Seikkula-Leino (2007) Quasi-experimental CLIL Moderate

8	 Netten, J & Germain, C. (2009) Quasi-experimental Intensive 
French

Strong

9	 Harris & Murtagh (1999) Ex post facto/ 
correlation

Irish L2 Strong

10	Edelenbos and Suhre (1994) Ex post facto/ 
regression/covariance

EFL Strong

11	Macaro & Mutton (2009) Quasi-experimental MFL2 Weak

12	Amer (1997) Quasi-experimental EFL Weak

13	Drew (2009) Quasi-experimental EFL Moderate

1 English as a Second Languge (ESL); English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
2 Modern Foreign Language (MFL)
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In order to synthesise the evidence that we extracted from the studies 

we set out to identify themes, assemble evidence relating to each and 

assess its strength. Where there is additional but less direct evidence – 

either of different quality or relating to different kinds of learners and 

educational levels – we note whether this strengthens or undermines 

our provisional conclusions. We examine in particular how other 

meta-syntheses and systematic reviews had dealt with this issue even 

if they relate to different learners. In conducting this exercise, 

however, we attempt to maintain a clear separation between the 

admittedly small number of central studies that formed part of our 

indepth analysis and more general references to supportive but more 

marginal evidence. 

Driscoll et al. (2004), for example, identified themes that emerged 

from the best evidence that they had gathered. Telléz & Waxman 

(2006), having examined a number of alternatives, opted to integrate 

the results of the studies that they had found by theme across time 

and researchers.

In our case it was possible to identify five themes that emerged from 

our synthesis. As the focus of our best evidence is broad in nature, 

only one or two studies informed most of the themes. The themes 

are:

•	 corrective feedback, 

•	 content and language integrated learning (CLIL), 

•	 intensive language programmes, 

•	 teacher factors and orientation of language programmes

•	 development of L2 literacy skills. 

Each theme is discussed with reference to the key studies that 

informed it and to other relevant research studies or reviews of 
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research. In the case of four of the themes, vignettes are provided to 

illustrate them in a more practical way.

3.1	C orrective feedback

Studies 1 and 2 by Ammar & Spada (2006), and further analysis of the 

same study by Ammar (2008), was a small-scale quasi-experimental 

investigation that examined the acquisition of one morphosyntactic 

form, the possessive determiners ‘his and ‘her’. The authors found that 

the pupils who received prompts in response to their errors 

outperformed the pupils that received recasts, who in turn, 

outperformed the pupils who received no feedback. (See the vignette 

on p. 40 for an explanation of prompts and recasts.) It is worth noting 

that possessive determiners pose difficulties to Francophone learners 

of English although they are features that carry meaning in sentences 

and are not redundant. Incorrect redundant forms on the other hand 

may be more resistant to corrective feedback. An example of such a 

form in Irish would be ‘Tá sin peann.’ (That’s a pen.) Such an 

utterance, although grammatically incorrect, does not cause a 

breakdown in communication and may be more difficult to correct 

regardless of the type of corrective feedback given (Ó Duibhir, 2009). 

Study 3 by Gattullo (2000) on corrective feedback and teaching style 

with young L2 learners of English in Italian primary schools found 

similar results to the results of Studies 1 and 2 above. More repair of 

errors resulted from prompts than from recasts. The findings of Studies 

1-3 are in keeping with the research findings of other studies on 

corrective feedback in classroom contexts, an area that has received a 

good deal of attention in terms of research studies generally, even if 

not very often at primary level. There is an extensive body of studies 

on this topic in the SLA literature although it is a relatively new field 

of study (Russell & Spada, 2006). Unfortunately, many of the studies 

deal with contexts that did not allow them to be included in our BES. 
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A good example of this is the meta-analysis of studies of oral feedback 

in classroom SLA conducted by Lyster and Saito (2010). While this 

meta-analysis appeared on initial examination to fall within our 

inclusion criteria, closer scrutiny showed that many of the findings 

were based on studies of learners who differed too greatly from the 

second and minority language in ‘subject-only’ programmes of interest 

to us. The pool of studies included, for example, learners in an ESL 

context, where exposure to the language outside school is substantial 

and the learners themselves may have a very different sociocultural 

profile (e.g. Mackey, 2006), or native speakers (e.g. Mackey & Oliver, 

2002), students in immersion contexts (Lyster, 2004), or university 

learners (Muranoi, 2000). Nonetheless, the meta-analysis contains 

useful findings that may give us some general guidance. Lyster & Saito 

(2010) conducted a meta-analysis of 15 classroom-based studies (N = 

827) to examine the effectiveness of oral corrective feedback on target 

language development. They found that groups that received prompts 

made significantly more progress than groups that received recasts. It is 

interesting to note that younger learners (mean age 10-12 years) 

appeared to benefit from corrective feedback even more significantly 

than older learners. They suggest that it may be the case that younger 

learners are more sensitive to the impact of corrective feedback as it 

engages implicit learning mechanisms more common in this age group. 

Based on the findings of Ammar & Spada (2006), Ammar (2008) and 

Gattullo (2000) it is likely that corrective feedback in the form of 

prompts would be effective for primary school pupils learning Irish in 

fourth to sixth classes (9-12 years). This type of feedback is likely to be 

more effective than recasts which in turn is more effective than 

ignoring learners’ errors. We do not have enough evidence to make any 

recommendation regarding children younger than this. A further issue 

in relation to corrective feedback is that any feedback given to young 

learners would not undermine their confidence or self-esteem 

(Edelenbos & Kubanek, 2009). 
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Corrective feedback: ‘Prompts’ better than ‘recasts’, 
and ‘recasts’ better than ‘ignoring error’

Many studies have been carried out to evaluate the effectiveness of 
different corrective feedback strategies in the L2 classroom. When a pupil 
makes an error in the oral L2 production in class the teacher is faced with 
a number of choices. The teacher can,

1.	 recast it

2.	 give an elicitation prompt

3.	 repeat the error

4.	 seek clarification 

5.	 recast and continue not waiting for the pupil to correct

6.	 ignore the error

Gattullo (2000, p. 300) used categories 1-5 above to analyse data in a 
study of teacher feedback in a foreign language teaching setting in Italian 
primary schools.  She classifies elicitation, repetition of error and 
clarification request (categories 2,3 and 4 above) as falling under 
“negotiation of form” type of feedback.

1.	 Recast after a pupil’s error

	 Pupil 4: 	 I’m doctor

	 Teacher:	 You’re the doctor (recast)

	 Pupil 5:	 I’m patient

	 Teacher:	 I’m the patient (recast). All right

2.	 Elicitation after a pupil’s error

	 Teacher:	 Eh, Giorgio, what do you do in your free time?

	 Pupil:	 volleyball

	 Teacher:	 you? (elicitation)

3.	 Repetition of error after a pupil’s error

	 Teacher:	 What colour is this?

	 Pupil 1:	 This is a green

	 Teacher:	 WHAT? this is A green? (repetition of error)

4.	 Clarification request  after a pupil’s error

	 Teacher:	 What colour is this?

	 Pupil:	 This is a brown
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3.2	C ontent and language integrated learning

Content and language integrated learning (CLIL) has been defined as 

a dual-focused educational approach in which an additional language is used 

for the learning and teaching of both content and language (Coyle, Hood, & 

Marsh, 2010, p. 1). CLIL is also described as ‘content-based 

instruction’ in the North American context (Brinton, Snow & 

Wesche, 2003). Much of the underlying theory for CLIL draws on 

the research from immersion education (Cable et al., 2010). Irish-

medium education is a form of immersion education that has a long 

	 Teacher:	 I can’t understand. What colour is this? (clarification  
		  request)

5.	 Teacher’s continuation after feedback

	 Teacher:	 Do you like ice-cream? What kind do you like best?  
		  Mint?

	 Pupil:	 Doesn’t like mint

	 Teacher:	 Don’t you like mint? (recast) But do you like all the rest?  
		  (teacher’s continuation)

A sixth category not included by Gattullo (2000) is where the teacher has 
understood the utterance of the pupil and he/she ignores the error and 
responds to the meaning of what the pupil has said as in the following 
example:

6.	 Teacher ignores the error

	 Teacher:	 What colour is this?

	 Pupil 1:	 This is a green

	 Teacher:	 Okay, can you show me a red one? (teacher’s  
		  continuation)

In summary then, a teacher can react to a pupil’s incorrect utterance by 
ignoring it and giving no feedback, by explicitly correcting it, or by 
prompting the student in some way that an error has been made and the 
teacher would like the utterance to be rephrased. Research studies 
conducted on corrective feedback with L2 learners indicate that prompts 
are more effective than recasts in enabling learners to acquire the form 
that caused the error. Recasts in turn have been shown to be more 
effective than providing no corrective feedback.
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history in the Irish education system since the foundation of the state 

in 1922, where learners have learned curriculum content through 

Irish, their L2. Indeed, in English-medium schools, where Irish was 

taught as a subject only, there was a tradition in a substantial minority 

of schools of children learning in one or more content areas through 

Irish (Harris, 1983). 

The number of Irish primary school teachers teaching other areas of 

the curriculum through Irish has decreased considerably in the last 

30 years (Harris, Forde, Archer, Nic Fhearaile, & O'Gorman, 2006). 

Research studies in Ireland and internationally, however, show that 

studying other areas of the curriculum through the target language is 

associated with significantly higher proficiency in that language. 

Notwithstanding this, in the period to which the present BES 

applies, the number of empirical studies on the effectiveness of CLIL 

approaches on learners’ language achievement is extremely small 

(Jiménez Catalán & de Zarobe, 2010). The tendency has been for 

CLIL practice to precede research and much of the evidence 

available therefore is anecdotal. This may be because the positive 

effects are readily apparent to teachers.

In our systematic search we found many research articles dealing 

with the topic of CLIL. Four of these provided empirical evidence 

relevant to primary schools in Ireland. They were, Harris (1983), 

Kiziltan & Ersanli (2007), Seikkula-Leino (2007) and Jiménez 

Catalán & de Zarobe (2010). In the Harris (1983) study, primary 

inspectors who were carrying out a national assessment of Irish 

listening and speaking skills using objective tests asked each class 

teacher in English-medium schools if they taught other areas of the 

curriculum apart from Irish through Irish. Through a regression 

analysis Harris found that the mean scores on the Irish test for those 

classes that taught some aspect of the curriculum, outside the Irish 

lesson, through Irish were significantly higher (83.7) than those in 
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classes which taught no aspect of the curriculum through Irish 

(66.9). These findings were supported by subsequent national surveys 

where a significantly higher level of achievement in Irish in classes 

which conducted some Irish-medium instruction outside of the Irish 

lesson proper (Harris & Murtagh, 1987; Harris et al., 2006). Jiménez 

Catalán & de Zarobe (2010) showed that the receptive vocabulary 

scores in English of 65 female Grade 6 CLIL pupils in Spain were 

higher than those of 65 female non-CLIL Grade 6 pupils from 

similar backgrounds. The authors conclude that the CLIL instruction 

appeared to be more effective than English as a subject instruction. 

The two groups of learners that were compared were not the same 

however, as the CLIL group had received a greater number of hours 

of instruction in English prior to the study. The authors could not be 

certain that the superior scores of this group were as a result of the 

CLIL instruction or due to the effect of a greater number of hours 

of instruction. The Seikkula-Leino study compared 217 CLIL and 

non-CLIL grade 5 and 6 pupils in a Finnish school. 116 students 

were enrolled in the CLIL programme where 40-70% of the classes 

were taught through English. In tests of Mathematics and L1 Finnish 

there were no significant differences between the CLIL and non-

CLIL groups. The author concluded that the development of one’s 

mother tongue is not negatively affected by participation in a CLIL 

programme. The Kiziltan & Ersanli (2007) study compared the effects 

of content-based instruction (CBI) in English with more traditional 

approaches. They chose two Grade 6 classes of similar ability with 43 

learners in each. After a 15-week period of instruction, the class that 

received the CBI instruction significantly outperformed the more 

traditional class on an achievement test. The total mean scores of the 

CBI class were 61.6 compared to 23.1 for the more traditional class.

These studies indicate that CLIL instruction may be an effective way 

to teach Irish in Irish primary schools. None of the studies are 

without their limitations however. They all deal with Grade 6 pupils 
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at the end of primary school. The Harris (1983) study depended on 

teachers to self-report to visiting inspectors. The other two studies 

involved relatively small numbers of participants and in the case of 

the Jiménez Catalán & de Zarobe (2010) study, there were 

confounding variables relating to previous hours of instruction 

received by the experimental group. Despite these limitations, one 

can view CLIL approaches as an attenuated version of immersion 

and the evidence that we have to date in Ireland on both immersion 

and CLIL is quite positive (Harris et al., 2006; Ó Duibhir, 2009). 

On the basis of the evidence gathered here, a case could be made 

that pilot projects be established to further investigate the merits of 

CLIL instruction in an Irish context. One such successful pilot 

project on a version of CLIL involving teaching one or two whole 

subjects through Irish was reported in Harris et al. (2006). Based on a 

qualitative assessment, this intervention was judged to be very 

successful. Such an approach would also be in keeping with the 

recommendations in the Government’s 20 year strategy for Irish 

(Rialtas na hÉireann, 2010) and the study of the Inspectorate 

(Department of Education and Science, 2007).

Content and language integrated learning

Content and language integrated learning (CLIL) is an approach to 
language learning where the target language is used as the medium to 
teach both content and language. While the main focus of the typical CLIL 
lesson is on content, the target language is used as the medium through 
which pupils engage with the content. This process enables the attainment 
of both content objectives and language objectives in the same lesson. The 
approach to teaching in an all-Irish school is a form of CLIL that could also 
be classified as a total immersion approach as it permeates all aspects of 
the curriculum except for English. 

The CLIL approach described here is where one subject, or topics from a 
subject, are taught through Irish. CLIL is very much in keeping with a 
communicative approach to language teaching, also as it provides an 
authentic context for L2 acquisition and use. The challenge of providing 
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authentic contexts to learners has been one of the difficulties in achieving 
success with a communicative approach. This notion of context is also key 
to learners being able to understand the content that they are engaging 
with in lessons. As the content is embedded in a context, the pupils utilise 
this contextual information together with their prior knowledge to derive 
meaning from the lesson. In a CLIL classroom, learners become active 
participants in their own learning using complex cognitive processes to 
acquire knowledge. This ability to think in another language can impact 
positively on content learning also.

A project to explore the potential of CLIL in teaching Irish when suitable 
materials and professional support were provided is reported in Harris et 
al. (2006). The project involved working regularly with 50 third- and fourth-
class teachers over a two-year period to develop full courses in Science 
and Art through the medium of Irish. The teachers came from a wide 
variety of ordinary schools, including those in disadvantaged areas. The vast 
majority of them had no previous experience in teaching through Irish. 
Separate groups of teachers in Dublin and Tullamore met in workshop 
sessions to explain and discuss the approach and to distribute sample 
lessons. Having tried out the materials in their own classrooms, the 
teachers returned and discussed progress and completed questionnaires 
concerning the lessons. The lessons were then revised on the basis of this 
information. The teachers found the approach both enjoyable and 
rewarding and the courses, ‘Bain Triail As’ and ‘Lean den Ealaín’ (Harris & 
Mac Giollabhuí, 1998a, 1998b, 1998c), were subsequently published for 
general sale.

None of the lesson material consisted of translations or adaptations of 
existing courses in English. Instead, every aspect of each lesson was 
planned and developed with the particular needs of pupils and teachers in 
ordinary schools in mind. Art was chosen because so many of the activities 
appropriate to the subject at this level involve language use which is 
located in a practical, concrete context. Science was chosen as the other 
subject in the knowledge that it would make greater demands on pupils in 
terms of vocabulary and perhaps use of language. In addition, while it was 
intended at the time that science would be introduced as a subject for the 
first time in the Primary School Curriculum (1999), that curriculum had not 
yet been published at the time the project was carried out. Thus, it was 
expected that pupils would have a high level of interest in this subject since 
they had not been taught it before. The teachers themselves also would 
not have taught science before – even through the medium of English. 
Thus, it was possible for both teachers and pupils to make an entirely fresh 
start on this subject through the medium of Irish.

The teacher’s material for each lesson was in three parts. The first 
consisted of background material including (i) a statement of the objective 
of the lesson, (ii) materials required, (iii) a list of the main vocabulary items 
involved (Irish and English), and (iv) a list of informal phrases or idioms that 
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3.3	I ntensive language programmes

The evidence gathered on intensive language programmes comes to 

us from the research conducted on intensive French language 

programmes in Canada. The first intensive language programmes 

reported on in this body of literature were in Montreal, Quebec in 

the mid-1970s for intensive French and intensive English (Netten & 

Germain, 2004a). It was the evaluative research on these initiatives 

that highlighted the importance of intensity of instruction in the 

programmes. The authors argue that for the pupils to develop their 

might be useful to the teacher during the lesson. The pupils’ material in the 
case of Science also includes a pictorial vocabulary in Irish at the beginning 
of each lesson. The second part of the teacher’s material consisted of an 
outline of the main steps in the lesson, usually illustrated, including a full 
script for the teacher. The aim was to anticipate some of the difficulties 
which would be presented by the limited linguistic ability of pupils, and to 
suggest possible ways around these difficulties. The availability of the 
prepared material had the effect of freeing teachers from some of the 
minute-by-minute decisions about the lesson to be taught, thus allowing 
them to attend more fully to classroom dynamics. In particular, they could 
devote more of their creative energy to responding to the individual needs 
of pupils who were learning through Irish for the first time. Teachers were 
expected and encouraged to depart from the script which they actually 
did. Nevertheless, there was general agreement that having the lesson 
planned in advance in this way was a major factor in the success of the 
project. The third part of the prepared material consisted of an optional 
development of the basic theme for more able classes. 

A number of principles were agreed with the teachers with regard to 
teaching the lessons: for example, that in the beginning teachers would 
accept questions from pupils in English but answer them in simple Irish. In 
the longer term, teachers might rephrase in Irish the questions which had 
been posed in English by pupils. Discussions in English between pupils 
should also be permitted initially, but pupils should gradually be encouraged 
to use Irish.

While this particular project did not include a pre- and post-test of the 
pupils’ proficiency in Irish, there is evidence from the studies by Harris 
(1983), Kiziltan & Ersanli (2007), Seikkula-Leino (2007) and Jiménez Catalán 
& de Zarobe (2010) discussed above that this approach leads to greater 
proficiency in the target language.
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L2 language proficiency, they need to reach a basic level of 

spontaneous communication as quickly as possible. This does not 

happen in the Core French programme which has been described as a 

‘dripfeed’ (Stern, 1985, p. 18) approach to L2 learning. Netten & 

Germain (2004b), believe that the Core French approach has a number 

of weaknesses in enabling pupils to communicate, time being the 

biggest one. They maintain that there is insufficient time for the 

teacher to undertake sustained activities and for pupils to use what 

they have learned. As the pupils do not have sufficient practice in using 

the language they don’t achieve that basic level of spontaneous 

communication which in turn leads to a lack of motivation. Intensive 

French programmes overcome this problem by providing an initial 

intensive period that enables pupils to achieve a basic level of 

communicative ability that they can build on in the future. The 

weaknesses of Core French were confirmed in the Netten & Germain 

(2009) study reported above. They found, in pre-tests administered to 

1,600 Core French pupils drawn from Grades 4, 5, 6, 9, and 10, that 

the pupils did not develop basic communicative competence and that 

the number of years of previous instruction did not affect this level of 

ability. 

To summarise the description above, intensive French normally takes 

place in Grades 5 or 6, there is an intensive five-month period in the 

first year where 65%-70% of the school day is concentrated on French 

instruction, other curriculum subjects are taught through English. In 

the second half of the year, pupils typically have two 80-minute 

periods of French per week. Key features of the programme are 

increased intensity of instructional time, specific teaching strategies and 

teacher preparation. The authors suggest that intensive French is more 

effective at the end of primary school rather than at the beginning 

(Netten & Germain, 2004a). This approach differs from CLIL and 

immersion in that the focus is on the language itself rather than on 

learning content through the medium of the target language.
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Although the Netten & Germain (2009) study is the only study of 

intensive French reported here, its results are significant as it combines 

the results of pupil assessments across nine jurisdictions in Canada. It 

should be noted that the testing of achievement in post-intensive 

French contexts is only commencing and large data sets have not been 

accumulated yet. Intensive French merits further examination to assess 

the suitability and feasibility of such an approach to teaching Irish in 

Irish schools. It may be the case that a period of intensity facilitates 

learners in making the leap to a level of spontaneous communication 

that they can build on. There may be other ways to bring about this 

level of intensity through CLIL for example as discussed above or other 

forms of partial immersion. A difficulty in implementing intensive 

language programmes are that they take time from other curricular 

areas and therefore require greater structural changes. Netten & 

Germain (2009) note, however, that there have been substantial 

increases in enrolments in late immersion by students that have 

completed intensive French programmes.

Serrano and Muñoz (2007) investigated the issue of time distribution 

with university learners who were adult ESL learners. All learners 

pursued a 110 hour course in three different time distributions. An 

‘extensive’ group studied for four hours per week for seven months, a 

‘semi-intensive’ group studied for 8-10 hours per week over 3-4 

months, and an ‘intensive’ group studied for 25 hours per week over 

five weeks. While the students in all three groups improved their 

proficiency the ‘semi-intensive’ and ‘intensive’ groups showed greater 

improvements in proficiency than the ‘extensive’ group. The results 

suggest that concentrating the hours of instruction in shorter periods of 

time is more beneficial for student learning. It must be borne in mind 

that this study dealt with adults and the same results may not apply to 

young language learners. Nonetheless it may offer some support to the 

findings of the Netten and Germain studies reported above.



Effective Language Teaching: A Synthesis of Research

49

Intensive French

Intensive French commenced in 1998 in one rural and one urban school in 
the province of Newfoundland and Labrador in Canada and has spread to 
nine other provinces since then. The programme grew from a 
dissatisfaction with poor results from the existing Core French programme 
where students spend 30-40 minutes per day (about 90 hours per year) 
learning French. The focus of the Core French programme tends to be on 
learning grammar rules and attempting to apply them. In this approach 
French is treated as an object of study rather than on communication in 
the language. Between Grades 4 and 12, students of Core French spend 
about 1,000 hours learning French but by and large they cannot 
communicate with any degree of fluency at the end of this period. This 
approach has been described as the ‘drip-feed’ method of second language 
learning.

Intensive French was intended to overcome some of the shortcomings of 
the drip-feed aspect of Core French. Intensive French was conceptualised 
on the basis of following findings of research that show that: 

a.	 levels of proficiency in a second language (L2) are closely related to 
the amount of time spent learning the L2; 

b.	 students exposed to intense periods of language learning achieve 
greater proficiency than those who are exposed to the same 
amount of time over an extended period; 

c.	 students exposed to a period of authentic language use achieve 
greater levels of communicative competence than those exposed 
to the L2 as an object of study (Netten & Germain, 2004, p. 279).

In order to provide this intensive period, the core French programme was 
enriched by offering three to four times the number of hours of French L2 
at the end of primary school in either Grade 5 or 6 (these grades 
correspond with 5th and 6th classes in Irish primary schools). This intense 
period lasts for five months and takes place in the first half of the school 
year from September to January. Figure 3.1 below shows an example of 
the time allocation based on 72% of the school day devoted to intensive 
French during the key five month period of the school year in which the 
intensive French course takes place. The first set of columns shows the 
percentage time for French, 72% in blue for the period September to 
February and approximately only 8% (in red) for the remainder of the year. 
Health Education, Religion, Science and Social Studies (History and 
Geography) Arts and Language Arts (English) are not taught from 
September to January and it is from these subjects that the extra time for 
French comes. Students revert to the regular curriculum for the remainder 
of the school year as can be seen from the columns in red. In the intense 
period, 50%-80% of the school day is offered in French. All of this time is 
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spent learning French rather than other subject matter through French so 
it differs from an immersion programme in this way. In the example in 
Figure 3.1, Maths, Music and Physical Education are taught through English 
from September to January.

Figure 3.1 Example of time allotments for all subjects with 72% of the 
day in French (Netten & Germain, 2004, p. 285)

Typically a class would be taught by two teachers during the intensive 
period, one teaching the intensive French programme and the other 
teacher taking the class for the ‘English’ portion of the day. The intensive 
French teacher would have attended a special five-day in-service course 
and would receive continuing in-school support form a district French L2 
specialist.

The curriculum for intensive French is similar to Curaclam na Gaeilge in the 
Primary School Curriculum (1999), in that the communicative outcomes of 
the programme are stated in terms of the language functions that the 
student will be able to perform rather than on any specific grammatical 
structures or vocabulary. It is also a literacy-based approach that 
emphasises the development of literacy skills in French. Implementing an 
intensive French programme requires the compacting of the regular 
curriculum for five months. Drawing on Cummins’ common underlying 
proficiency theory (Cummins, 2001) the proponents of Intensive French 
maintain that languages are interdependent and that the students in the 
intensive programme do not lose out on English literacy development as 
they actually spend 20% more time engaged in literacy development over 
the course of the school year than their peers in the regular programme.

At the end of the intensive period of French instruction, research has 
shown that all students make significant gains in achievement and that 70% 
of students can be expected to develop spontaneous communication in 
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3.4	T eacher factors and orientation of language 

programmes 
Two studies, Harris and Murtagh (1999) and Edelenbos and Suhre 

(1994) provide evidence in relation to the impact on proficiency of 

the communicative orientation of language programmes and classes. 

Only the Harris Murtagh (1999) study, however, provides strong 

evidence for the benefits of a communicative orientation. It is also 

notable that evaluations of explicitly experiential or communicative 

programmes at post primary level are not always positive either (See 

Allen et al., 1990; Beretta, 1992; Lightbown & Spada, 1990; Spada & 

Lightbown, 1989). In the latter studies, the performance of the more 

communicative classes were found to be mixed, equivocal or actually 

negative. If it is accepted, however, that the critical issue in successful 

learning is getting the balance between communicative and analytic 

activities right as Allen et al. (1990) argue, then the fact that some 

studies show positive effects of an emphasis on communicative 

activities and others do not, is not so surprising. 

In the light of this, we can understand more readily why in the Harris 

and Murtagh (1999) study the amount of emphasis on communicative 

activities in classes should be associated with more clearly positive 

results. The key issue is that the study was conducted against a 

background of Irish language classes/schools generally which had an 

audiovisual/structural linguistic approach, with a strong emphasis on 

traditional language practice (ie an analytic orientation). Among those 

classes, the minority which emphasised experiential/communicative 

French and that they continue to maintain this standard and build upon it 
over time through the regular core French programme.

In summary the three key factors in the success of this programme are 
increased time, the teaching methods used in the classroom and adequate 
teacher preparation.
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activities, considerably more were found to produce better results. 

But, as the reasoning of Allen et al. (1990) implies, a policy of ‘the 

more communicative the better’ has limits. Thus, if the proportion of 

communicative lesson segments found in the Irish language 

programme in Harris & Murtagh (1999) study (which was originally 

22%) were to actually double, for example, there is no guarantee that 

the most communicative classes in this new situation would also 

improve. Increasing the proportion of communicative activities will 

not always lead to higher levels of proficiency in Irish, more attentive 

and interested pupils, with more positive attitudes to Irish. The reason 

is that an optimum balance between experiential and analytic 

activities might no longer pertain after an increase in the proportion 

of communicative activities. This constitutes an important reminder 

also that results of any one study cannot be interpreted as evidence 

that traditional language practice activities are either ineffective or 

unnecessary in developing communicative proficiency in Irish (Van 

Lier, 1988).

The Edelenbos and Suhre (1994) study had examined the issue of 

communicative oriented courses compared to ones with a greater 

emphasis on grammar. They report that the communicative courses 

for EFL were introduced in order to improve pupil achievement in 

English in primary schools in the Netherlands. They found that no 

real improvements in pupils’ proficiency resulted from the 

introduction of these communicative oriented courses. They 

concluded that it is not possible to design the ideal course for foreign 

language instruction and that the link between pupil proficiency and 

course design is quite weak. Of far greater importance, they 

conclude, are teacher characteristics. In the Harris and Murtagh 

(1999) study perhaps it was also the expertise and skill of the teacher 

that was critical in striking the correct balance between experiential 

and analytical activities. 
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Finally, in this context, it is worth noting the results of an 

observational study of 159 classes by the Inspectorate of the 

Department of Education and Science (Department of Education 

and Science, 2007). The study reports that only half of the teachers 

observed by the inspectors were deemed to have a good standard of 

teaching and learning in their Irish classes. This assessment was based 

on the curriculum framework for Irish rather than upon a measure 

of pupil achievement in Irish. The report maintains that

A systematic, structured approach is required for teaching Irish, 

and teachers require clear guidelines on methodologies so that 

pupils’ language ability can be developed in a systematic and 

detailed manner 

   (Department of Education and Science, 2007, p. 76). 

Such an approach needs to be complemented by the necessary 

professional development of teachers. Initiatives such as the NCCA’s 

Primary School Network: Language could help to inform such 

professional development programmes. Cognisance should also be 

taken of the recommendations contained in the Primary Curriculum 

Review, Phase 2 (NCCA, 2008).

3.5	D evelopment of L2 literacy skills 
Three studies remain that fell within the theme of L2 literacy skill 

development. The first of these is the study by Macaro & Mutton 

(2009) on the development of L2 literacy skills. The results of this 

study need to be treated with caution as the pupils in the two 

experimental groups were withdrawn from the classroom in groups 

of six for the pedagogic intervention. It doesn’t appear that the study 

is broad enough in scale that recommendations could be made for 

the same pedagogic approach to be used in Irish schools without 

further research evidence. The thrust of the study is broadly 

supportive of the strategy of developing pupils’ L2 literacy skills to 
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support the development of their second language proficiency in 

general.

The second study, by Amer (1997), looked at the effect of the 

teacher’s reading aloud on the reading comprehension of EFL 

students. The authors point out that reading aloud by the teacher is 

often discouraged in EFL methodology. They argue that is can be 

very important at the beginning stages of L2 learning in particular as 

it can help the pupils to focus on units of meaning rather than on 

surface details and word-for-word type strategies. The results of the 

study suggest that there is support for their argument. It is interesting 

to note in this context, that in the NCCA (2008) curriculum review 

of the teaching of Irish in primary schools, that reading aloud by the 

teacher or other pupils was the strategy most frequently cited by 

teachers to foster a reading culture in their classes. The results of the 

Amer (1997) study support reading aloud by the teacher but doesn’t 

mention reading aloud by other pupils. The scale of the study, 

however, is not broad enough to make a general recommendation for 

the use of a reading aloud strategy for developing pupils’ reading 

comprehension skills in Irish.

Reading aloud and reading strategies 

One way, according to a small-scale research study (Amer, 1997), that 
teachers can help students’ L2 reading comprehension is for the teacher to 
read texts aloud. The students follow the text as the teacher reads it. This 
helps the students to focus on larger units of meaning in the text rather 
than depending on word by word decoding. This in turn can help the 
reader to build on larger meaningful segments rather than depending on 
graphic cues. The correct pronunciation, stress and intonation by the 
teacher also aid this process. 

Skilled readers draw on a combination of top-down interpretation 
strategies and bottom-up recognition skills as they read. Students do not 
always transfer their L1 reading strategies to their reading in the L2. They 
tend to over-rely on bottom-up strategies such as reading a text word by 
word and looking up unknown vocabulary items in a dictionary. It may be 
necessary to specifically teach reading strategies so that students can use a 
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The third study is that of Drew (2009) who examined the 

effectiveness of the Early Years Literacy Programme (EYLP) with 

third and fourth grade EFL pupils in Norway. The EYLP is a 

programme developed in Australia to boost L1 reading. In an 

extensive reading programme pupils are exposed to large amounts of 

reading texts to introduce high frequency words and to improve 

reading fluency. They engage in regular reading at home and at 

school where they are taught by teachers with expert knowledge, 

who monitor and assess their progress systematically. The classes are 

combination of top-down and bottom-up approaches where they are 
enabled to combine textual information with the information the reader 
brings to a text. Reading has been conceptualised as a bi-directional 
interactive process that concerns both the reader and the text.

The approach to reading in many second language programmes is to use 
short texts, often only a few sentences long, to expose students to 
vocabulary and short phrases already presented orally. Many writers 
suggest that developing L2 literacy skills can help to increase proficiency in 
the L2 and also lead to increased motivation. One of the keys to improving 
L2 literacy skills is to provide students opportunities to read extended 
texts and to teach reading strategies to pupils. 

Some research suggests that L2 reading strategies need to be explicitly 
taught as it cannot be assumed that they will automatically transfer from 
the pupils’ L1. Thus it is not enough merely to expose students to L2 
reading material. One such study with 10-11 year-old French L2 learners in 
England (Macaro, 2009) used a text that was originally written in English 
and some of the words were replaced with their French equivalents which 
was the students’ L2. The purpose of this was to encourage the pupils to 
infer the meaning of the new word from the context and the surrounding 
text in their L1 and to discourage them from using word by word 
strategies. The percentage of French words was 18% in the first chapter of 
the book and was increased slightly for each subsequent session, 22% in 
the second chapter etc. The researchers found that this group significantly 
outperformed two comparison groups in terms of inferring the meaning of 
new words in sentences where there was sufficient information for them 
to make a good guess. They also achieved higher scores in tests for the 
identification of high-frequency function words. Examples of equivalent 
function words in English to those in the test would be: then, in, on, the, 
enough, a, very, with etc. The researchers concluded that text-based work 
has a place in the primary second language curriculum.
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organised around learning centres which are described in the vignette 

below. 

One experimental class using the EYLP was compared with two other 

classes who followed the regular EFL curriculum. Pupils in all three 

classes were found to have made progress during the period of the 

study. The experimental class, however, made the greatest gains relative 

to the two other classes. Their proficiency in listening, reading, writing 

and oral skills increased and the gains were statistically significant. 

Extensive L2 reading in Nylund School in Norway

Classrooms in Nylund School have print rich environments in both 
Norwegian and English. Desks are arranged in groups for different learning 
centres. There are at least four computers in each classroom. There is a 
class library in every class with at least five levels of the Wings reading 
series. This is a series of books used in Australian schools for L1 English 
literacy as part of the Early Years Literacy Programme (EYLP). These books 
would be read at a younger age by the Australian L1 pupils than the 
Norwegian L2 pupils. The provision of multiple levels enables teachers to 
differentiate for pupils of differing abilities. A typical learning centre lasts for 
90 minutes with a 5-10 minute plenary at the start. The children spend 
10-15 minutes at each learning centre in groups of three to four with one 
centre led by the teacher. The types of activities at the centres are silent 
reading, writing (e.g. sentence writing), vocabulary practice on computers, 
oral activities (e.g. role-play, games, vocabulary practice). At the centre 
manned by the teacher, pupils read from a Wings book that they have 
previously read at home. The teacher keeps records of the books that the 
pupils have read. The pupils read between one and three books each per 
week at home. They read each book several times to increase fluency. The 
teacher will usually read an unfamiliar book aloud to the pupils as a final 
activity at the teacher centre. The session for the whole class will usually 
finish with a second plenary session.

Classroom observation of the activities showed that the pupils were 
enthusiastic and focused at most of the learning centres and about reading 
the books in particular. They were less focused on oral activities such as 
role-play. The teachers, while generally satisfied with the learning centre 
approach, found it challenging to prepare all the activities in advance. They 
also found it frustrating not to be able to leave the group they were 
teaching in order to help other pupils in difficulty. The teachers alternated 
between the learning centre and other approaches in order to allow for a 
greater degree of flexibility. This enabled the pupils to experience whole-
class oral activities and helped to balance oral and written training.
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The three studies reported upon in this section support a policy of 

introducing L2 learners to literacy at an early stage of the L2 learning 

process. This gradual introduction should take cognisance of the 

wider literacy instruction in other languages in the school and L1 

literacy in particular. Some curricula confine young children to the 

development of listening and speaking only. The research findings 

reported here support the current practice in Irish primary schools of 

introducing pupils to L2 literacy in Second Class (Age 7-8). As 

emerged in the BES pupils can benefit from the early systematic 

introduction of reading and writing.
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In this section we briefly review a number of key themes and 

process-type studies relating to language teaching at primary level 

which did not happen to emerge in our Best Evidence Synthesis 

(BES) simply because the individual studies did not meet our 

inclusion criteria. Yet, a number of the studies and themes discussed 

in this section have considerable credibility and authority deriving 

from one or more of the following: 

a.	 good process-type or correlational type evidence though not 

sufficient to meet our inclusion criteria

b.	 established professional opinion and experience and 

c.	 judgements of recognised experts in the field of early language 

learning that the approaches in question are effective in at least 

some circumstances. 

We now turn to the additional individual themes and studies of the 

kind described above which did not meet our BES inclusion criteria. 

Some of these were identified in the course of the BES and others 

emerged from an examination of a number of excellent narrative 

reviews published in recent years. We have drawn, in particular, on 

the insights provided by Driscoll et al. (2004), Edelenbos, Johnstone 

and Kubanek (2006), and Cable et al. (2010).

General principles

4.1	T ask-based interaction

Before discussing task based interaction specifically within the 

evolution of language teaching in recent decades, it is important to 

bear in mind that communicative language teaching is not a unitary 

theory or method. It is rather a “fluid and changing body of ideas” 

(Mitchell, 1994, p. 41), which exists in ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ versions 
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(Mitchell, 1988). Thus, classic communicative language teaching in 

the 1970s to 1990s, for example, was followed by the current phase 

of communicative language teaching (CLT) or task based learning in 

the late 1990s. Jacobs and Farrell (2003) describe the move towards 

CLT as a paradigm shift which has led to many changes in the way 

that second languages are taught. They list eight major changes linked 

to this paradigm shift - learner autonomy, the social nature of 

learning, curricular integration, focus on meaning, diversity, thinking 

skills, alternative assessment and teachers as co-learners. But some of 

these aspects are patchily based on research, even though there are of 

course specific studies looking at specific issues (eg Rolstad et al., 

2005). Indeed, some of the key principles/features in current 

approaches to subject-only classroom language teaching are not 

directly based on original research at all, but have acquired credibility 

and validity by reference to a broad range of research studies in other 

areas of second language acquisition. An example of this is the 

fundamental emphasis on the communicative orientation and using 

language for real purposes. The main original evidence here is 

actually extrapolated from documented success in a very different 

educational context – evaluation studies of L2 immersion, particularly 

in Canada. Yet the principle of an emphasis on communication and 

meaning has been extended to practice in regular mainstream 

classroom language teaching.

Turning now specifically to task-based learning, it is generally 

recognised that one of the challenges of a communicative approach 

to language teaching is to provide pupils with opportunities to 

communicate meaningfully with their peers. Teachers need to create 

activities or tasks that extend beyond language drills, where pupils 

communicate ideas and feelings to one another about topics of 

interest to them. Through these activities, pupils need to make their 

utterances comprehensible and receive feedback as to whether they 

have been understood. This helps learners to develop their 
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production and comprehension skills. Tasks can also motivate learners 

to use the target language by providing them with a reason to 

communicate. Task-based interactions are seen to be facilitative of 

second language learning (Oliver, Philp & Mackey, 2008). Curaclam 

na Gaeilge (DES, 1999) contains information-gap tasks and problem 

solving activities that are ideal for this type of communication as 

genuine information sharing needs to take place. The role of the 

teacher during these activities is to monitor the language of the 

pupils and any intervention needs to be carefully measured. In a 

study on the impact of teacher input while pupils were completing a 

task Oliver, Philp & Mackey (2008) found that on-task examples and 

guidance to younger learners (5-7 years old) were unhelpful whereas 

on-task examples and guidance to older learners (11-12 years old) 

facilitated noticing. This may be due to the greater cognitive maturity 

of the older learners. Task guidance for younger learners might best 

be provided after the activity.

4.2	L istening

Pupils need opportunities to listen to and comprehend natural 

spoken language. Similar to reading, L2 learners can be helped to 

develop strategies for deriving meaning from a listening text. Ideally 

pupils should use an interaction strategy which combines both 

‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ processing. In ‘bottom-up’ processing 

pupils piece together the sounds that they have heard to form words, 

phrases and sentences that they recognise. They combine this with a 

‘top-down’ approach where they use their prior knowledge of the 

topic or situation to predict or guess what they have heard. One 

strategy is said to compensate for gaps in the other so that the oral 

text can be comprehended. In order to activate their prior 

knowledge teachers should ask pupils what they know about the 

topic to which they are to listen.
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•	 Prepare difficult vocabulary.

•	 Pose pre-listening or focusing questions.

•	 Ask pupils to recall general points after listening.

•	 Use listening texts with natural language where possible rather 

than artificial teacher-made language.

4.3	 Early start

An early start to L2 language learning can be beneficial for learners 

as it activates natural language acquisition mechanisms and ultimately 

provides more time to acquire the L2. Staring early does not however 

guarantee success. At the minimum it must be accompanied by 

effective teaching (Edelenbos, Johnstone, & Kubanek, 2006). Two 

learning characteristics that appear to be important are motivation 

and aptitude. The research suggests that aptitude can be developed 

and is not something that is fixed. The implications of this in the 

classroom is that it is not enough to concentrate exclusively on ‘fun’ 

activities based on language use but that teachers need to develop 

pupils’ meta-language. This requires a balance between activities to 

promote fluency and confidence on the one hand with activities to 

focus on accuracy or form on the other. Some activities that a 

teacher will plan will require spontaneous communication and others 

where pupils have time to plan and prepare what they will say or 

write such as in class presentations or writing workshops.

4.4	U se of the European Language Portfolio (ELP)
The European Language Portfolio has been a very successful 

development in language teaching and learning generally. It can serve 

a number of functions, but among the ones of immediate interest in 

the present context are (a) recording learners’ achievements and 

documenting their progress; (b) as an instrument for children to 
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reflect on their learning. It clearly has a substantial role to play in 

increasing motivation and promoting learner autonomy. Pupils can 

record and reflect on what they have learned through ‘can do’ 

statements. This enables them to become active participants in their 

own learning and to experience success in their learning which can 

enhance motivation and engagement in the learning process. The 

pupils are enabled to set targets for their learning and this promotes 

autonomous learning. This responds to one of the challenges 

presented to the teaching and learning of Irish: that pupils do not get 

opportunities to use the language they have learned outside school 

and therefore often lack feedback on their progress and evidence of 

what they have learned. 

The ELP can also provide a stimulus for pupils to reflect on how 

they learn from each other, how they learn from the teacher and 

how they might learn independently. Teachers can help their pupils to 

document, share, evaluate, supplement and refine how they learn (Edelenbos 

& Kubanek, 2009, p. 47). Chinen et al. (2003) found that the 

introduction of a language portfolio to L2 language pupils learning 

Japanese in a middle school increased the pupils’ motivation. This 

group had previously been found to lack motivation and expressed 

disinterest in continuing to learn Japanese. 

There is a Portfolio for English as a second language learners in Irish 

primary schools (Little, 2005). The ELP has also been adapted by the 

Modern Languages in Primary Schools Initiative as My ELP (Rantz 

& Horan, 2005). This resource could be further adapted for Irish. 

Enabling pupils to set their own learning targets also promotes 

assessment for learning as described in the Assessment in the Primary 

School Curriculum: Guidelines for schools (NCCA, 2007). The Integrate 

Ireland Language and Teaching (IILT) materials available on  

www.ncca.ie/iilt could also be adapted for Irish to facilitate the early 

engagement of pupils in reflection on their learning of Irish. 
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4.5	T arget language use

One of the principles of L2 learning is that learners would receive 

comprehensible input (Judd, Tan, & Walberg, 2001). This implies that 

teachers must use the target language in their teaching. Curtain 

(2000) examined the relationship between teacher target language 

use and pupils proficiency in the L2. In a study investigating foreign 

language teaching the US, elementary language teachers were asked 

to self-report of the amount of Spanish – the pupils’ L2 – that they 

used in the classroom. The findings of the research supported the 

hypothesis that greater use of the target language by the teacher 

results in higher L2 proficiency levels in the pupils (Curtain, 2000, p. 

101).

4.6	U sing stories

Research by Donato et al. (2000), Ghosn (2004) and Linse (2007) 

indicates that story-telling activities can help to promote speaking 

proficiency and literacy skills. Stories seem to serve a number of 

functions, including helping children to develop an awareness of 

narrative discourse structure, as well as stimulating their interest and 

imagination (Edelenbos, et al., 2006; and Cable et al., 2010). Stories 

with a cultural dimension and with good illustrations can be 

particularly effective. Teaching involving the use of stories, however, 

should not be overly concentrated on grammatical structure but 

should highlight aspects such as the overall structure of narratives and 

different points of view within stories. This kind of activity can 

generalise to other areas of the child’s learning and of the curriculum.

4.7	D eveloping Learner strategies

Although most research on language learning strategies has been 

conducted on adults or at post-primary level, there are also some 

studies at primary level. Learner strategies can be defined as the skills, 

tactics and approaches which learners adopt in tackling their 
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language learning (Harris, 2006; Cable et al., 2010). A number of 

studies reviewed by Edelenbos, Johnstone and Kubanek (2006) and 

Cable et al. (2010) suggest that quite young children (aged 6-10) can 

become aware of and can be taught to use various learning strategies: 

Kubanek-German (2003b), Szulc-Kurpaska (2001) and Mihaljevic 

Djigunovic (2001), and Macaro (2002). 

Mihaljevic Djigunovic (2001), for example, showed that 6-9 year old 

Croatian children were able to articulate strategies for teaching their 

dolls some words in English. Szulc-Kurpaska (2001) report a five year 

longitudinal study of strategy training in the case of 9 to 10 year old 

learners of English. The training had positive effects on learning 

although these effects did take some time to become apparent.

4.8	 Balancing form-focused and meaning focused 

activities

We have reported studies above describing the positive effect of both 

a form-focused approach and the benefit of an emphasis on 

communication (or meaning). To some extent, these are emphases in 

teaching that compete for instructional time. Up to the advent of 

communicative and task based approaches, there was very much a 

form-focused or language focused approach, with a substantial 

emphasis on language practice. Research has not so far provided clear 

guidance on what balance should be struck between form-focused 

and meaning/communicative focused activities. Edelenbos et al. 

(2006) argue that if pupils are to acquire a flexible command of the 

target language, it is useful to alternate between talk activities focused 

on confident, fluent expression and those more focused on accuracy 

of form and meaning; and also between activities requiring 

spontaneous performance and those where performance can be 

planned and prepared.
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The scope and comprehensiveness of the work we have done in this 

synthesis has been determined by a number of factors already 

discussed above in some detail. The main constraints on what we 

were able to achieve arose simply from the current state of research 

on this topic, in particular the small number of process-product 

studies carried out on well-defined sets of alternative instructional 

practices or approaches at primary level. On the positive side, the 

exercise has also had real value. In particular, the systematically 

planned, exhaustive search of key data bases relating to this topic has 

provided a clear picture of the range and scope of research available. 

Despite the small number of studies which met the criteria for 

inclusion in our final synthesis, we have established five main themes 

and have reached a number of conclusions about effective practices. 

A key question which arises at this point is how teachers and schools 

should interpret and use the findings from both the BES in Section 3 

and the narrative review of process-type studies in Section 4. In 

discussing this issue, we first need to make a distinction between 

findings relating to two kinds of instructional practices. First, there 

are those practices which are primarily a matter for choice and 

decision by the individual teacher. Examples of these would include 

the use of corrective feedback, reading aloud by the teacher, or some 

of the more circumscribed forms of content and language integrated 

learning – all practices which the individual teacher, on his or her 

own initiative, can choose to implement in the classroom. Second, 

there are those findings which relate to instructional options that 

must really be considered alternative programmes rather than matters 

of teacher choice and decision alone. These options, such as the more 

ambitious versions of CLIL (concerned with teaching other subjects 

or parts of subjects through the target language) and Intensive 

Language Programmes, probably cannot be selected by the individual 

teacher acting alone but require in addition some policy decision at 

school and system level. Their success, however, does also crucially 



Effective Language Teaching: A Synthesis of Research

69

depend on a positive choice by the individual teacher. As it happens, 

the instructional options of this second type are also the ones which 

produce the most striking outcomes in terms of language proficiency 

and are supported by the strongest evidence. We will now look at the 

issues which arise in using the evidence relating to these two kinds 

of instructional options. 

5.1	I mplications for the classroom: instructional 

options which lie within the teacher’s remit 
Although we have presented evidence on the effectiveness of a 

variety of teaching approaches or specific instructional practices, and 

although we believe this kind of information is really important and 

useful for teachers, we must also note some of its limitations. For 

example, we have no way of saying how widely generalisable are the 

findings about instructional practices that we report, nor can we 

indicate precisely how teachers should make use of them. We cannot 

claim that these practices will be successful or produce the expected 

outcomes, in teaching contexts or sociolinguistic contexts which 

differ from those in the original studies or, for example, when 

implemented with pupils who are older or younger than the ones 

studied. The kind of evidence that is available can never specify what 

is the optimum mix of activities or instructional practices for a 

particular class on a particular day. As Mitchell and Myles (1998) 

note: 

The findings of SLA research are not sufficiently secure, clear 

and uncontested, across broad enough domains, to provide 

straightforward prescriptive guidance for the teacher (nor 

perhaps will they ever be so)….[M]ost importantly, teaching is 

an art as well as a science, and irreducibly so, because of the 

constantly varying nature of the classroom as a learning 

community. There can be ‘no one best method’, however much 
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research evidence supports it, which applies at all times and in 

all situations, with every type of learner. 

			   (Mitchell & Myles, 1998, p. 195)

A similar point is made by the authors of one of the most 

comprehensive reviews of research on language learning at primary 

level:

None of the research which has been surveyed should be 

considered as demonstrating universal proofs which lead directly 

to particular desirable practices. This is not the fault of the 

researchers; it has much more to do with the nature of research 

in our highly diverse, complex, fast-changing and contested 

field which cannot be as controlled and scientific as is research 

in various other domains of human investigation. 

			   (Edelenbos et al., 2006, p.147).

As Mitchell (2000) points out, the effective teacher has to make 

rapid, complex decisions all the time in the classroom. These 

decisions are guided, among other things, by a strategic view of 

desired learning outcomes, by theories of learning as well as by the 

teacher’s ongoing assessment of individual pupils’ knowledge, skill, 

interest. The value of the present BES is simply that it provides one 

other source of knowledge which can contribute to the teacher’s 

decision making in class. The BES indicates which of the 

innumerable possible instructional practices that might be 

implemented at any time have had demonstrable positive impact on 

primary school pupils’ second and foreign language learning in the 

past. The BES helps to validate key instructional practices that the 

teacher may already be using and makes a case perhaps for making 

others in his or her active repertoire of instructional choices. In 

addition, it may prompt the teacher to revise or modify his or her 

underlying language learning theory.
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One of the problems, of course, is that the amount of useful 

information of this kind that is generated and that is made available 

to teachers is quite limited. The kind of process-product research in 

the SLA tradition often proceeds according to its own agenda and 

issues and does necessarily centre on the kinds of questions which 

are of most concern to teachers. In addition, the results of such 

research are often not presented and disseminated in ways accessible 

and meaningful to teachers. Accessibility of information is a problem 

whether you consider very specific instructional issues, such as the 

effect on proficiency of different kinds of corrective feedback, or 

more broadly defined language teaching approaches such as the 

communicative approach. Mangubhai, Marland and Dashwood 

(2007), for example, raise issues about the quality of the written texts 

on the nature and use of communicative language teaching 

approaches as a learning resource for teachers. While they 

acknowledged that the 34 texts they examined in their study did 

provide teachers with a very rich and diverse set of insights into the nature 

and use of CLT approaches (2007, p. 93), they concluded that no single 

text covered anything like all the constructs identified as being 

relevant. Even the most comprehensive single text only covered half 

of the 22 constructs identified in the analysis of the whole set of 

texts. In addition, there is evidence of fairly substantial variations 

from teacher to teacher in how such approaches are understood and 

indeed about how consistently teachers apply methods that they 

understand and approve of (Sato & Kleinsasser, 1999). This has also 

been documented in the case of the teaching of Irish at primary level 

by Ó Néill, (2008). 

5.2	I mplications for policy: options requiring school 

and system level decisions 
We turn now to the second category of BES findings and the issues 

which arise for teachers or the educational system in making use of 
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them. This second category of findings relate to instructional options 

that must be counted as alternative programmes rather than being 

simple matters of individual teacher choice, since they require policy 

decision at school and system level. Two of these programme options 

are (a) the more ambitious versions of Content and Language 

Integrated Learning (CLIL), including partial immersion (50% of all 

instruction through the medium of Irish), and (b) intensive Irish. 

Since our concern here is just to illustrate some of the issues which 

arise in making use of our BES findings, we will confine ourselves to 

the first of these.

Although there are a very large number of different programme 

options which could be included under CLIL, we are concerned 

with the more ambitious ones which involve some significant 

teaching of subjects other than Irish through Irish. There are a range 

of intermediate immersion programmes of this kind which could be 

considered ranging up to 50% instruction through Irish – which of 

course falls well short of the full immersion approach of all-Irish 

schools. Three broad approaches to the goal of extending the amount 

of teaching through Irish can be distinguished: 

a.	 A CLIL programme which would involve providing ordinary 

schools with the possibility (e.g., by providing materials, training 

or other support) of teaching through Irish on an informal basis, 

without the school offering a specific ‘extended core’ programme 

to pupils (as in option b., below). Many teachers may prefer to 

start off that way. 

b.	 The alternative is to promote an ‘extended core programme’ 

(teaching of one or two subjects, or parts of subjects, through 

Irish) in a more explicit way, with the school indicating that it is 

offering such a programme and seeking parental support.

c.	 The development of intermediate forms of immersion education 
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ranging up to 50% instructional time in Irish, less ambitious than 

the full-immersion approach of all-Irish schools but more 

ambitious than a subject-only or extended programme. 

The success of immersion approaches more generally, of course, have 

been well documented both internationally (Swain & Johnson, 1997) 

and in Irish primary schools (Harris et al., 2006; Ó Duibhir, 2009; Ó 

hAiniféin, 2007; Parsons & Lyddy, 2009). Much of the research 

evidence for this success has derived from programme evaluations 

that demonstrate that the L1, Mathematics or Science skills of 

immersion pupils are not suffering as a result of participating in an 

immersion programme (Swain, 2000; Turnbull, Lapkin, & Hart, 2001) 

while L2 proficiency outstrips the levels achievable in a subject only 

programme (Harris, 1983; Jiménez Catalán & de Zarobe, 2009; 

Kiziltan & Ersanli, 2007).

The intermediate immersion programmes set out above are relatively 

common elsewhere (see Swain & Johnson, 1997) and they produce 

improvements in second language achievement which reflect the 

additional hours of real communicative contact with the language. 

One of the key advantages of these programmes, of course, is that 

they achieve these additional contact hours without taking time away 

from other school subjects. These approaches have also now become 

part of a larger educational movement operating under the general 

umbrella of content and language integrated learning (Marsh, 2002) 

which is actively supported by the Council of Europe’s Language 

Policy Division. 

While this evidence is very positive, there are a number of issues 

which might be taken into account in weighing the pros and cons of 

adopting one or more of the CLIL/partial immersion options 

described above. It is notable, for example, that the Irish primary 

school system has particular advantages in promoting CLIL and 
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partial immersion which do not prevail in many other early second 

and foreign language programmes. All primary school teachers teach 

Irish, and in the system generally there is a 90 year professional 

history and experience in teaching the language. There is also a 

considerable reservoir of experience in ordinary schools specifically 

in conducting some Irish medium instruction outside the Irish 

lesson. Finally, there is a long tradition of teaching in a total 

immersion context in a vibrant all-Irish sector, adding up to a very 

substantial combined experience with Irish-medium instruction for 

English speaking children in the system as a whole.

Equally important from the point of view of estimating the potential 

for expansion in this area is the evidence (Harris et al., 2006) that 

24% of parents would support the teaching of one or two subjects 

through Irish in schools where no subject is currently taught through 

Irish. Thus, where a teacher is motivated to adopt a CLIL approach it 

should be possible in many cases to also secure the support of parents 

for such a programme. It scarcely needs to be said that any initiative 

of this kind could only succeed and be promoted among teachers 

and parents on an entirely voluntary basis, and in all probability it 

would be best developed incrementally. In the long term, however, it 

would be reasonable to aim for the maximum Irish-medium 

programme that each school, and each set of parents, is willing to 

implement. The key requirement is that where the teacher’s own 

outlook and motivation make it possible to place a special emphasis 

on Irish in a particular school, and where local parental attitudes 

permit it, there should be easy access to the support, structures, 

training and materials to capitalise on that potential and to deliver 

that more ambitious programme. Clearly, also, if in the longer term 

such a programme could be delivered at all grade levels rather than 

just at one or two grades, the impact would be considerably more 

positive.
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It is very likely, however, that a programme of this kind would not 

thrive without detailed attention to planning, materials development 

and training. The Irish CLIL/partial immersion Project described in 

section 3.2 (Harris, 2006), which was very well received by both 

teachers and pupils, illustrates some of the key requirements. The 

in-service workshops were a critical element in the success of the 

initiative, as they afforded teachers an opportunity to share 

experiences and to provide mutual support for each other as they 

responded to the new professional challenges presented by teaching 

through Irish. More generally, without the broader support and 

validation provided by a comprehensive scheme, it would be difficult 

for individual teachers, acting alone, to choose the more ambitious 

forms of CLIL or partial immersion being discussed here. One of the 

other key findings of the Irish CLIL/partial immersion study was 

that the views of many participating teachers on how difficult it 

would be to teach through Irish did change over time: they became 

more positive and enthusiastic about the approach as their experience 

with it increased. It is a reasonable expectation, therefore, that the 

successful early development of such a programme on a pilot basis 

nationally, would gradually broaden the support base for partial 

immersion over time. 

Finally, it should be noted that the development of partial 

immersion/CLIL would considerably help to respond to a major 

negative factor which has affected Irish at primary level in recent 

years. This is the gradual decline which has occurred in the amount 

of core time which can be accorded the language in a crowded 

curriculum. In a national survey of second grade teachers in ordinary 

schools in 1982, the mean number of hours per week spent on Irish 

was reported as 5.1, about half of that on conversational or spoken 

Irish (Harris, 1984). Again, in 1985, a national sample of sixth-grade 

teachers in ordinary schools reported spending just over 5.4 hours 

per week on average on Irish (Harris & Murtagh, 1988). In the 
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introduction to the Primary School Curriculum (1999), however, the core 

(‘minimum’) time for Irish as a second language is specified as 3.5 

hours, acknowledging in reality a reduction that had already been 

happening in the interim. It may be noted in passing that focus groups 

of teachers consulted about the implementation of the Irish 

curriculum some years ago mentioned the difficulty of implementing 

the new communicative approach to Irish in the time available (INTO, 

2004). Clearly, a CLIL/partial immersion programme could make a 

major contribution to developing high levels of pupils proficiency in 

Irish by increasing the number of hours of communicative contact 

with the language without creating pressures elsewhere in the 

curriculum.

5.3	I mplications for research on effective language 

teaching

A further important achievement of the search process and synthesis 

has been to demonstrate how incomplete and fragmented is the 

evidence base itself. What has been revealed is that the initial 

impression of the existence of a plentiful store of high quality studies is 

deceptive. In reality, the available research is not of the required 

process-product type at all, but instead is strongly biased towards fairly 

general descriptive and process-oriented accounts of language teaching 

at primary level. Indeed, much of the intellectual task involved in 

carrying out this study has been a matter of grappling with the 

implications of that fact. While the results of the synthesis fall short of 

the kind of input into the deliberations of the NCCA on effective 

language teaching that we had hoped for, the work itself and our 

experience in exploiting what evidence was available may make some 

contribution to research on second language pedagogy more generally.

It is also worth noting briefly one of the immediate research initiatives 

that have the potential to make a contribution to the kind of evidence 
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base sought by the NCCA and by many other bodies. This would be 

to re-examine previously executed high-quality meta analyses of 

instructional practice, but this time with a new focus on primary 

level pupils. These earlier meta analyses (e.g. Norris & Ortega, 2000, 

2006) as we noted above did not take account of age or type of 

learner. The aim of reanalysis would be to exploit the potential of the 

core set of research articles assembled in the course of these earlier 

syntheses, updating them, and then filtering out for special scrutiny 

those focused on subject-only language teaching at primary level. 

The potential advantage of this derives from the fact that searches 

conducted independently by different authors in relation to specific 

instructional practices are likely to produce particularly exhaustive 

inventories of studies and to have unearthed less accessible material 

on the basis of personal knowledge. While we recognise that high-

quality process-product studies focused on primary level are rare, the 

studies assembled in previous meta-analyses are a promising source of 

new target studies. As we noted earlier, this approach would have 

been too time consuming to have adopted in the case of the present 

synthesis due to the number of studies dealing with non-target age 

groups which would need to be examined - and the outcome of 

such a reanalysis was judged in any case to be less predictable that the 

direct search ultimately chosen. In the light of the relatively small 

number of useful primary level studies which have now been 

uncovered in our own direct search, however, the above strategy 

appears to have some potential.

In terms of future research on effective teaching practices themselves, 

the greatest need of course is for many more well-controlled process-

product studies focused on specific instructional practices. We also 

need more research however on the immediate decision processes of 

teachers in classrooms, linking these to factors like teacher skill, 

training, language proficiency and confidence in various practices and 

approaches. 
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Irrespective of proof of the general effectiveness of particular 

instructional practices, however, the implementation of particular 

practices at class level is always mediated by the immediate context 

and by the background and the professional judgement of the teacher 

in situ as noted in Mitchell (2000, pp. 297-298) above. Research of a 

very different kind is also needed, therefore, this time focussing on 

how exactly, in terms of factors such as teacher experience and 

training, skill in implementation and sensitivity to classroom 

dynamics, does the teacher’s choice of particular instructional 

practices constitute effective language teaching? This dynamic aspect 

of effective practice has not yet been well studied and deserves to be 

a major focus of future research.
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In this appendix we discuss the complex issues involved in 

conducting a Best Evidence Synthesis (BES) in an area of study 

where this type of exercise is relatively new. We commence with a 

description of the types of learners and programmes that might be 

relevant to an Irish language teaching context. This is followed by an 

examination of the type of evidence required in order to inform 

effective teaching at primary level. Much of the research carried out 

to date at this level has been of a process-type. We argue that there is 

a need for studies to be of the process-product type if they are to 

inform a BES. We then examine one previous systematic review of 

effective language teaching in detail. We conclude with a rationale for 

the selection of studies for data extraction and synthesis in the 

present study. 

What kind of language learners and programmes are 

relevant to our task?
The NCCA invitation to tender document made clear that the focus 

of the BES was language at primary level with particular reference to 

the teaching of Irish. One of the issues we had to consider early on 

therefore was whether to include or exclude different kinds of non-

mother-tongue language teaching. Some selectivity was important 

both from the point of view of making our task manageable but also 

so that we did not include such a diverse set of learning contexts that 

no useful generalisations would be possible. Research on the teaching 

and learning of minority, heritage, foreign, and immigrant second-

languages have more or less distinct research literatures associated 

with them as well as some difference in focus on certain questions. In 

addition, the teaching of English as a second or foreign language 

often raises different issues to the teaching of other languages at 

primary level. Primary modern foreign languages or early language 

learning is a fairly distinct research area. The case of Irish as a 

minority second language is in some respects unique: a second 
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language which is a minority language, yet in constitutional terms is 

one of two official languages. 

Nevertheless, in practical classroom-learning terms the challenges of 

teaching Irish at primary level do not appear all that different to 

teaching modern foreign languages. In particular, the larger 

sociolinguistic context shares some features: relatively low chances of 

pupils engaging in real interactions in the language outside school, 

parents who have some knowledge of the target language but rarely 

use it. Not surprisingly, as Harris (2009) has shown, pupil attitudes 

and motivation in relation to learning Irish and modern foreign 

languages at primary level are very similar.

But there are also potentially some real differences. There has been a 

long tradition in the case of Irish of teaching the lesson largely 

through Irish (facilitated perhaps by the fact that children learn Irish 

from the beginning of primary school). Crucially also, it is class 

teachers rather than visiting teachers teach Irish and (nearly) all 

primary teachers have at least some competence in Irish.1 In addition, 

there is a tradition in a substantial minority of classes of teaching 

some aspect of the curriculum through Irish, facilitating some 

integration elsewhere in the curriculum. Irish is also used to some 

extent for some routine communication within the school. Some of 

these circumstances differ from modern foreign language teaching in 

some other countries as well as from modern language teaching in 

Ireland. 

Taking all the above into account, we decided to include studies of 

both modern foreign language and minority second language 

traditions. We also felt, however, that we would potentially include 

any otherwise relevant study of primary second/foreign language 

1	  An evaluation of the teaching of Irish in primary schools (Department of 
Education and Science 2007) found that 95% of teachers in the classes visited had 
one of three qualifications: Irish as an academic subject in the B.Ed. degree, a 
professional qualification in Irish as part of the B.Ed. programme or a qualification 
to meet the Irish Language Requirement (Scrúdú Cáilíochta sa Ghaeilge).
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learning as long as the learning context did not contrast sharply with 

the Irish context. Thus, for example, we exclude studies where the 

second language learners were likely to encounter the target language 

to a significant extent in their lives outside school. Consequently, we 

excluded English as a second language contexts where the learners 

were immigrants in English language countries. Harris (2009) makes 

the point that the study of early language learning has tended to 

keep research on foreign, second, minority and regional languages 

unnecessarily separate.

Driscoll et al. (2004) whose Best Evidence Synthesis is discussed 

below, took the alternative view that Primary Modern Foreign 

Languages (PMFL) is a very specific, distinct area of research and 

limit themselves to studies of that kind. We believe, however, that 

studies of second languages such as Irish must share a huge amount 

with PMFL and vice versa. We also took into account that if we were 

to take Driscoll et al. perspective, we would have a very small 

number of studies to look at.

What counts as evidence of effective language 

teaching? 
If a particular teaching approach or practice were to be considered 

effective, what would count as evidence of that effectiveness? What 

dependent variable would we examine or use to measure the impact 

of effective practices? To say something was effective, we would 

presumably want to be able to show that employment of say, Practice 

X, produces significant improvements in pupil proficiency or 

acquisition of the language (in a pre-test post-test sense), or that it 

produces better proficiency than would be produced by other 

(alternative) practices or methods. For example, we might want to 

show that it improved performance on objective tests of proficiency 

or progress in acquiring particular skills or knowledge. We might also 
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accept as evidence researchers’ or teachers’ own judgements that 

performance had improved (as long as these judgements were 

focused in some way), or improvements in attitude to learning. More 

marginal would be even evidence of greater participation and 

engagement of pupils in response to particular teaching approaches, 

because these would be one step removed from the ultimate 

evidence or proof of effectiveness.

In summary, then, some of the initial questions we would ask about 

research studies to be included or excluded from a BES on effective 

language teaching would be:

•	 How narrowly focused on specific teaching practices should 

research studies on effective language teaching be? 

•	 What kind of data or information should be taken as evidence of 

effective language teaching – what impact should we define as 

‘success’ in effective language teaching.

•	 What kinds of research studies or analyses are acceptable in 

conducting BES (true or quasi experiments, correlation and 

multiple regression studies using ex post facto designs, qualitative 

studies)?

What is clear from examining work in the applied linguistics and 

second language acquisition areas, is that quite demanding and 

stringent criteria are normally applied in selecting studies for 

inclusion in research synthesis and meta-analysis. In Norris & 

Ortega’s (2000) landmark study Effectiveness of L2 Instruction: A research 

synthesis and quantitative meta-analysis, for example, only experimental 

or quasi experimental studies are considered for inclusion. In 

addition, in relation to independent variables, they required studies 

which targeted specific forms and functions, either morphological, 

syntactic, or pragmatic studies, and an appropriate comparison group 
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(i.e. treatment control or pre-test post-test) had to be included. 

Studies had to focus on the effectiveness of particular L2 instructional 

treatments in order to permit the calculation of effect sizes. Crucially, 

also the dependent variable had to be a measure of language 

behaviour related to the specific structures targeted by independent 

variables, on the basis that only studies reporting such outcome 

measures could provide interpretable findings about the effectiveness 

of particular instructional treatments (explicit focus on form versus 

implicit instruction). 

These requirements meant that the following kinds of studies, for 

example, were excluded: 

•	 those which were descriptive or correlational in character

•	 those involving instructional treatments which were not focused 

on specific form

•	 those where the dependent variable was not focused on the 

learning of the specific structures.

To take another example of the demanding criteria which studies 

must meet in order to merit inclusion in BES, we can examine 

Russell & Spada (2006) who conducted a study entitled The 

effectiveness of corrective feedback for the acquisition of L2 grammar. To be 

included in their analysis, a study of corrective feedback had to - 

•	 include empirical data

•	 consist of an experimental or quasi-experimental design

•	 include a measure of form focused corrective feedback of 

grammar as an independent variable

•	 include a measure of learning as a dependent variable
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•	 clearly isolate the corrective feedback from other forms of 

instruction that may have been included

•	 clearly isolate corrective feedback in response to errors in 

grammatical form from corrective feedback in response to 

other types of errors (e.g. sociolinguistic, discourse, 

phonological) 

		  (Russell & Spada, 2006, p. 140)

More generally, as Norris and Ortega (2006) point out:

The first challenge in sampling primary studies for a meta 

analysis is to define the relevant conceptual problem space that 

will be the focus of the study, characterising the theoretical 

backdrop against which the purposes of a meta analysis are 

illuminated. At a more mundane level, the problem is to define 

what makes studies ‘similar enough’ to be included in a review, 

or ‘different enough’ to be excluded, the so called ‘apples and 

oranges’ problem. 

			   (Norris and Ortega, 2006, p. 16)

This serves to highlight a number of related problems which we 

encountered very early on in planning the present research evidence 

synthesis related to effective language teaching. First, there is no 

clearly defined ‘conceptual problem space’ relating to effective 

language teaching at primary levels, comprising a substantial set of 

studies which meets the kind of research criteria specified in the 

syntheses mentioned above. That is, there are not substantial groups 

of studies conducted on well-defined teaching practices that have 

emerged as potentially being central to, or distinctive of, classrooms at 

primary level. This is not entirely surprising, of course, because even 

in the case of second language acquisition and language pedagogy 

more generally (irrespective of educational level or learner age), 

research synthesis is very new indeed. Norris & Ortega (2010) point 
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out, for example, that when they set out to assemble their 2006 book 

on Synthesizing Research on Language Learning and Teaching, they had to 

search long and hard to find enough synthesists working on language learning 

and teaching issues to merit a book (Norris & Ortega, 2010, p. 1). 

There are two aspects to this problem in the context of the present 

Best Evidence Synthesis. One is that the syntheses that have been 

conducted appear, on the basis of the kind of initial examination 

possible in this exercise, either not to distinguish between studies 

conducted at primary compared to secondary/tertiary level, or to 

specifically exclude in advance studies focused at primary level. For 

example, having examined the initially promising meta analysis 

conducted by Keck et al. (2006) Investigating the empirical link between 

task-based interaction and acquisition, we found (p. 97) that it was 

confined, after all, to adolescents and adults, excluding those under 

13. The very reason advanced for this exclusion - it is unclear whether 

age affects task-based interaction processes - crystallises our dilemma. It is 

all the more pointed because the kind of questions posed in the 

Keck et al. synthesis appear quite similar to the which are implicit in 

the present exercise. Consider three of the Keck et al. questions:

Compared to tasks with little or no interaction, how effective is 

task based interaction in promoting the acquisition of 

grammatical and lexical features? 

Are certain task types (e.g. information gap) more effective than 

others in promoting acquisition?

To what extent do the following task design features impact 

the extent to which interaction tasks promote acquisition; (a) 

the degree of task essentialness of target features and (b) 

opportunities for pushed output. 

				    (Keck et al., 2006, p. 95)
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Second, and more problematically perhaps, our initial examination of 

research on language learning at primary level - particularly foreign 

language learning at primary level which appears to have been the 

subject of a number of narrative reviews - suggests that studies 

meeting the kind of criteria required for research synthesis and meta-

analysis discussed above are very rare and have often been carried out 

only on a pilot scale. Thus, the prospects for the data base search in 

the case of the present synthesis exercise producing many well 

designed studies meeting the Norris & Ortega criteria do not seem 

promising. Nor is such a synthesis likely to identify even small groups 

of high quality studies specifically focused on the kind of well-

defined teaching practices at primary level deemed necessary in the 

research synthesis and meta-analysis field. 

Predominance of process research on instructional 

practices at primary level 
This brings us the question of what kind of research has been 

conducted on language teaching at primary level. Even if such 

research is unlikely to be adequate for the kind of research synthesis, 

just discussed, we must consider what individual studies at primary 

might be used as the basis of a synthesis if integrated into an 

assessment in some other (perhaps qualitative) manner? 

Certainly, there is a substantial range of research on ‘early language 

learning’ or second or foreign language teaching at primary level. 

There have been a number of excellent narrative reviews and edited 

collections of papers, for example, dealing with research in these areas 

in recent years, each substantial enough, but varying somewhat in 

scope and detail e.g. Cable, Driscoll, Mitchell et al. (2010); Edelenbos, 

Johnstone and Kubanek, (2006); Nikolov, (2009). Crucially, however, 

most of this research on second and foreign language learning at 

primary level – where the language is just one subject – appears to 
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focus on describing processes rather than on process-product 

relationships. As Driscoll et al. (2004) point out, much of it is focused 

on aspects of pupils’ learning, programme-planning or curriculum 

materials, with little if any references to teaching or research. While 

this process orientation is a particular feature of research at primary 

level, it is also common in research on language pedagogy more 

generally:

At present, like UK educational researchers more generally, 

UK applied linguists with interests in pedagogy are generally 

more comfortable with process oriented, qualitative classroom 

research (Hammersley, 1999)’. The need to pay more attention 

to learning outcomes and their connection with instructional 

processes means we need to become more numerate and more 

at home with process product research designs, both macro and 

micro. 

				    (Mitchell, 2000, p. 298)

Driscoll et al. (2004) who carried out what appears to be the only 

BES of effective language teaching at primary level – discussed in 

more detail below – also note this:

Studies which did consider teaching tended to focus on topics 

such as the qualifications of the teacher or the teaching 

programme used; this may be useful as background but does 

not enable conclusions to be drawn about effective teaching. 

A significant finding of the review is the lack of research on 

effective teaching in PMFL [primary modern foreign 

languages], which is to some extent an indication of a subject 

in its infancy. 

				    (Driscoll et al., 2004, p. 4)

They also point out that part of the problem may be that the term 
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‘effectiveness’ is so contested that it leads to a reluctance to focus on 

and attempt to define the concept in research (p. 4). 

Finally, one other issue must be mentioned briefly in this regard, even 

though it may initially appear incidental to our present task, if only 

because it comes up so often in the early language learning literature. 

This is the question of age and success in learning, and specifically 

the value of an early start. This matter has never been fully resolved 

by research, and indeed, as Mitchell (2000) points out, research can 

only make a partial contribution to answering such major questions 

which involve value judgements:

A whole series of educational decisions depend fundamentally 

on non-empirical value judgements about educational priorities 

and goals, and the nature of knowledge itself; examples from 

within the FL field would include whether to teach FLs in 

primary schools… Applied linguists may contribute expert 

judgement and theoretically informed suggestions to debates 

around such decisions, but should not be lured into arguing 

that they can be made on purely technical grounds. 

				    (Mitchell, 2000, p. 298)

Maintaining the process-product requirement but 

relaxing design criteria in this synthesis

Given the apparent scarcity of high quality studies, and the lack of a 

clearly defined problem space relating to instructional practices at 

primary, we considered alternative ways to proceed with the synthesis 

of research. There seemed to be three broad alternatives, not 

necessarily entirely mutually exclusive. 

One would be to use the already published high-quality BES and 

meta analyses of the effectiveness of different instructional practices 

which we described above. In some of these meta analyses, small 
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numbers of studies at primary level would have been included in the 

initial set of articles selected for examination. One advantage of 

working from these lists of studies is that each synthesis would have 

already identified precise conceptual domains and instructional 

practices worthy of detailed examination (e.g. corrective feedback, 

task based learning). The basic sets of studies could then be 

re-examined to see if sufficient numbers of them dealt with primary 

level to permit a check on whether conclusions of the meta analyses 

generally also held specifically for the primary level studies. 

Comparing primary and post primary studies, assuming the former 

did actually exist, would also allow us to approach the synthesis 

process at primary level with working hypotheses about the kind of 

teaching practices likely to be of interest. 

A problem with this approach, however, is that since the titles of 

papers in such synthesis reports rarely mention the age or educational 

level of learners, an immediate difficulty would be the prohibitive 

amount of time needed to obtain copies of all papers, as well as the 

considerable time needed to examine all of them – and most would 

probably deal with older learners and therefore not be of interest.

An alternative would be to conduct a broad search of relevant data 

bases, using key terms related specifically to primary level in order to 

target the most promising papers directly. Given the indications in 

the various narrative reviews of language teaching at primary level 

already referred to, however, it was unlikely there would be 

significant numbers of process-product type studies focussing on 

particular instructional practices and with the kind of tight control of 

independent and dependent variables characteristic of high quality 

meta analyses. 

A third option would be to search relevant data bases, but also to 

relax the criteria for including studies at primary level to include 
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process-product studies satisfying at least minimal requirements. 

There are a number of criteria which could be relaxed. For example, 

instead of requiring the design to be experimental or quasi 

experimental, we could accept ex post facto designs using correlation 

and regression analysis which sought to explore links between 

predictor and criterion variables (broadly equivalent to independent 

and dependent variables). These designs do not allow cause-effect 

type conclusions to be drawn, however, and require care in the 

identification and measurement of potentially confounding variables 

(such as teacher experience or competence) when extracting and 

weighing the evidence for the effectiveness of particular teaching 

practices. In addition, process-product studies of this kind do not 

permit the calculation of effect sizes for particular practices in the 

way that is possible with quantitative experimental studies, and so the 

final synthesis process would have to take a qualitative approach.

Another way of increasing the inclusivity of the approach in the light 

of the small number of process-product studies at primary level, is to 

relax the criteria relating to the definition and measurement of 

independent and dependent variables. For example, in the case of 

independent variables, instead of requiring the identification of 

precise instructional practices, the alternatives being studied or 

compared might be broad approaches to teaching. These approaches 

could be seen as representing aggregates of more narrowly focused 

instructional practices, such as ‘grammar’ focused approaches or 

‘communicative’ approaches. The difficulty as noted in Section 4 

above is that there can be considerable ambiguity about the precise 

definition of such broadly defined teaching approaches, with for 

example the specification of a communicative approach existing in 

weak and strong forms in curriculum documents in different 

educational systems. As a result, there are a number of sources of 

variation from study to study in the implementation of broad 

teaching approaches, raising doubts about how consistent the 
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‘treatment’ (independent) being evaluated from study to study is. In 

other words, even if we find evidence in a particular study in favour 

of one of two broad approaches studied (allowing us to claim that 

Approach X is superior to Approach Y) doubts about the 

specification and implementation of the approaches set limits on 

what instructional practices exactly are being recommended to 

teachers.

Despite these challenges, and the fact that the very idea of ‘language 

teaching method’ and the search for the ‘best’ method has been 

queried (e.g. Kumaravadivelu, 1994), there is also evidence that the 

notion of method actually plays a vital role in the thinking of 

teachers (Bell, 2007; Block, 2001). We believe a case can be made, 

therefore, for including in a BES of effective language teaching those 

process-product studies which define independent variables in terms 

of teaching methods. While the results of such studies must be 

interpreted carefully, their inclusion is clearly merited in an area of 

research where process-product studies are rare. Such studies centring 

around independent variables defined in terms of teaching methods 

or approaches must be seen as having at least the potential to 

generate initial working hypotheses about what works and what does 

not at classroom level. Because of the variation from study to study 

in the implementation of broad teaching approaches, mentioned 

above, doubts about the specification and implementation of different 

broad approaches set limits on what instructional practices exactly 

can be recommended to teachers.

A previous synthesis of research on effective language 

teaching: the Driscoll et al. study

Because the Driscoll et al. (2004) was the closest published research 

exercise to the BES brief we had from the NCCA, and because it 

raises issues that are central to how we later proceeded in our own 

case, it will be useful to look at that study in some detail. We will 
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consider two main issues. Firstly, we query whether the four key 

studies selected for in depth review in the Driscoll et al. study 

actually merit inclusion in a BES of effective language teaching. This 

analysis will also serve as a background to our decision to include 

just one of the key studies identified by Driscoll et al. (2004) in our 

own synthesis. Secondly, we will examine briefly the process by 

which Driscoll et al. (2004) sought to link the data extraction phase 

to the set of conclusions about effective language teaching they 

eventually reached. Again, this has a bearing on how we proceeded 

from data extraction to synthesis in our own case. 

In critically examining the responses of Driscoll et al. (2004) to the 

challenges of conducting a research synthesis in this area, it cannot be 

emphasised too strongly that we fully recognise the value of 

innovative exercise they have conducted and the wealth of 

information and new questions which it has generated. Our own 

BES very much builds on the Driscoll et al. exercise.

We begin with Driscoll et al.’s definition of effective teaching

Effective teaching is educational activity intended to bring 

about pupil learning. We have used the term ‘effective’ to 

explore successful pedagogic practice which brings about pupil 

progress and learning in a number of aspects: in this instance, 

language proficiency, cultural and language awareness, positive 

attitudes towards the subject and intercultural understanding. 

				    (Driscoll et al., 2004, p. 10)

Driscoll et al. (2004, p. 31) point out that for a study to be selected 

for in-depth review in their exercise, it had be rigorous, with the 

sampling methods, teaching characteristics and the methods used to 

measure effectiveness all being explicitly described. An examination 

of the studies selected by Driscoll et al., however, raises doubts 

whether all four of them actually meet the criteria set out. The issue 
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is important both in terms of assessing the significance of the 

Driscoll et al. synthesis, but also in determining the details of 

procedure in our own synthesis. Given the paucity of process-product 

research already referred to we are keen to include the maximum 

number of such studies. Ultimately, however, we could only justify 

the inclusion of one of the four Driscoll et al. studies in the present 

BES. 

While we had direct access to only two of the four key Driscoll et al. 

synthesis studies, Edelenbos and Suhre (1994) and Low et al. (1995; 

1993), fairly detailed descriptions of the other two - Driscoll (2000) 

and Luc (1996) - were included in Driscoll et al. (2004). It was 

immediately clear that the Edelenbos and Suhre (1994) study merited 

inclusion in our synthesis. It focused on the difference in pupils’ level 

of command in the language and their attitudes towards learning 

English as a result of being taught using (a) grammatical courses, (b) 

communicative courses. It used multivariate covariance analysis with 

‘course for English’, (a) or (b),as the independent or predictor 

variable. The Low et al. (1995) study, we judged, did not qualify for 

inclusion in our synthesis on a number of grounds. Firstly, it is a pilot 

project in which ‘the teaching in primary school was undertaken by 

a visiting tutor working in conjunction with the primary school class 

teacher’. The study is concerned with the effect on later pupil 

achievement in the foreign language of being exposed, versus not 

being exposed, to such a programme at primary level. This is not a 

question that is really relevant to of the effectiveness of different 

teaching approaches or instructional practices in the case of Irish at 

primary level, since the question of teaching Irish at this level is an 

uncontroversial and long standing element of language education 

policy. The Low et al. study is not focused on the question of central 

interest in our synthesis: the relative effectiveness of different teaching 

practices on language learning performance of primary school pupils. 

No clear attempt is made in Low et al. (1995) to link defined 
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teaching practices to pupil performance. Certainly, taking all these 

issues together, the Low et al. (1993, 1995) studies do not appear to 

meet the criteria for inclusion in our synthesis. Finally, the Luc et al. 

(1996) study was not available to us and so our assessment must be 

based on Driscoll et al.’s (2004) description. The study examines 

process aspects of the use of the video cassettes CE1 sans frontière 

and appears to be a process product study. 

In the case of Driscoll’s own qualitative study (Driscoll et al., 2004, p. 

32), one of the four key studies included in her synthesis, it is not 

clear what the evidence for effective teaching is. The study, a PhD 

thesis which we were unable to obtain a copy of in time, did not 

appear on the basis of the summary description in Driscoll et al. 

(2004) either to measure pupil proficiency directly or to provide 

qualitative type evidence of learning. The study appears to equate the 

occurrence of an educational activity intended to bring about pupil 

learning with the actual occurrence of learning, when in reality no 

real direct evidence of effectiveness in terms of specific pupil learning 

or behaviour is presented. Effectiveness is defined, for example, in 

terms such as ‘teacher subject knowledge’ having ‘a major influence 

on the way the subject is presented, the complexity of the subject 

content included, and the planning and assessment of learning’. To 

count as evidence of effectiveness, we would need some indication of 

how ‘the way the subject is presented’ actually leads to pupils 

learning, increased proficiency or positive attitude motivation. 

Another example in Driscoll et al. (2004) of what is seen as evidence 

for effectiveness is the researchers’ perception (in qualitative study 

terms) that ‘teacher identification with a professional community’ has 

an ‘Impact on practice and on the learning opportunities offered to 

pupils’. But again, this seems to equate the provision of certain kinds 

of learning opportunities with success and effectiveness. It does not 

meet the aspiration in Driscoll et al.’s own definition of effective 

language teaching above of identifying an educational activity which 
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brings about pupil learning - or with the characterisation of effective 

language teaching elsewhere as practice that works. The approach, 

therefore, appears to be proposing a kind of evidential base for 

effective teaching which is too far removed from the detailed exercise 

linking independent and dependent variables in the SLA type meta 

analyses exemplified by, for example, Keck et al. (2006) or Russell 

and Spada (2006). 

We turn now to the second main question concerning Driscoll et 

al.’s synthesis. This relates to the link between the data extracted and 

the conclusions. They refer to the lack of evidence on effective 

language and the fact that because the four studies selected for in 

depth review are concerned with different aspects of teaching, it was 

not possible to arrive at definitive findings supported by a body of 

substantive research. Two of their 10 conclusions can be taken as 

examples:

5. Purposeful use of activities, such as games and songs, 

provides enjoyment and reinforces children’s learning. The ludic 

approach is an appropriate method that stimulates, motivates 

and provides challenge for learning. The repetitive rhythms of 

games and songs provide opportunities for extensive practice 

and consolidation as well as the exposure necessary for 

language intake to take place.

6. Audio-visual and other resources are useful aids to teaching 

and learning. They can also be a support for teachers’ language 

and cultural knowledge but they are not a substitute for it. The 

evidence indicates a measure of dependence on such aids and 

the need to train teachers to use such aids selectively and as 

part of a planned sequence of learning. 

				    (Driscoll et al., 2004, p. 5)
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They point out in this context that in this area, there is very little 

hard evidence and that in synthesising the evidence inferences and 

conclusions are derived from what evidence has been brought 

together. Critically, however, what limited evidence there is from the 

data extraction is not presented in any systematic way to support 

particular conclusions directly. We have attempted to learn from this 

aspect of the Driscoll et al. exercise in the present synthesis, therefore, 

and have established an approach to linking the data extracted to the 

conclusions reached which we believe is as rigorous as the evidence 

will allow. 

The link between data-extraction and synthesis in the 

present study

The present synthesis presents a number of challenges in trying to 

arrive at useful conclusions that are well-grounded in evidence. Some 

of these arise from the relatively small number of process-product 

studies which met our inclusion criteria and the consequent patchy 

nature of the evidence available to us on any one instructional 

practice. Other challenges arise from the earlier discussed necessity to 

relax the selection criteria for key studies. Thus, we do not have the 

kind of substantial groups of experimental quantitative studies which 

would allow direct cause-effect conclusions about specific 

instructional practices and the calculation of effect sizes. In addition, 

research on second language acquisition and pedagogy has not yet 

yielded a conceptual map of effective language teaching at primary 

level in which a range of significant alternative specific instructional 

practices are identified and indeed are serving to guide the focus of 

new studies. As a result, there is little evidence of the accumulation of 

a well-structured evidence base.

Against this background, one of the key requirements we set out was 

that the final set of studies selected for data extraction would at least 
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be of the product-process type, with independent and dependent 

variables (or predictor and criterion variables in the case of 

correlation-regression studies) being reasonably clearly defined. In 

addition, we made a systematic attempt to group the small number of 

key studies selected in relation to a number of specific themes. 

Particular connections between process (instructional practices) and 

product (pupil proficiency or learning etc) established in each study 

are then linked to each theme in order to establish the strength of 

evidence for each conclusion. Although we refer to studies in the 

broader literature - which were not included in the synthesis itself 

because for example they dealt with older learners - to support some 

conclusions, we emphasise the conceptual and practical distinction 

throughout between the data extracted and the more indirect 

evidence. In some cases, of course, there may only be one study 

related to a particular theme or teaching practice (although the 

review of the larger literature accompanying the study may refer to 

other supporting studies which do not meet our inclusion criteria). 

Further details on our approach to linking data extraction to the 

synthesis may be found in Section 2 (Methodology) of the report 

above.
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A ppe   n d i x  2 

E l e c t r o n i c 

d a t a b a s e  s e a r c h e s
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Search terms

These search terms in Table 1 were developed as part of the search 

process which was divided into three phases. Terms 1-20 formed the 

major part of the search and these terms were used in the first phase of 

the search. Terms 21-24 were added in Phase 2 to search specifically for 

research studies in the area of CLIL that were not captured in the initial 

search. In order to ensure adequate coverage of all the research 

questions and cross-cutting themes, terms 25-32 were added in Phase 3 

of the search. The number of sources resulting from the searches in 

Phases 2 and 3 proved to be quite large. The process of scrutinising 

these to identify relevant studies proved to be very time consuming. 

After many hours searching three databases only two relevant studies 

were added to the existing studies identified in Phase 1. Due to the 

time constraints of the project it was decided to suspend further 

database searches at that point and to augment the studies already 

sourced with hand searches. 

A systematic approach was adopted in the search process. The individual 

nature of the different databases, however, required a flexible approach. 

The fact that different countries use different terminology to describe 

similar structures such as ‘primary’ or ‘elementary’ when referring to the 

type of school for the students in the age-range that is the focus of this 

BES, it was necessary to include both terms in the search. Similarly 

language programmes for minority students might be described as 

‘heritage’, ‘indigenous’ or ‘endangered’ depending on the context.

Table 1:
Search terms and combinations

Phase 1

1 Child

2 Pupil

3 Student

4 Elementary

5 Primary 
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Table 1:
Search terms and combinations

6 Young 

7 Second 

8 Foreign

9 Modern

10 Minority

11 Regional

12 Language

13 Teach*

14 Learn*

15 Pedagogy

16 Acquisition

17 Effective 

18 Best practice

19 Best evidence

20 Success*

Phase 2

21 Content

22 Integrated

23 Learning

24 CLIL 

Phase 3

25 Immersion

26 Heritage

27 Indigenous

28 Endangered

29 Biling* 

30 Early

31 Mid 

32 Late

* An asterisk is used after a search term to instruct the database to 

search for all forms of that word  

e.g. teach* will search for teach, teacher, teaching
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Table 2:
Search combinations and phases

Phase 1. (1 or 2 or 3) and (4 or 5 or 6) and (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 11) and 12 and (13 or 
14 or 15 or 16) and (17 or18 or 19 or 20)

Phase 2. (12 and 21 and 22 and 23) or 24

Phase 3. (25 or 26 or 27 or 28) and 29 or (30 or 31 or 32)

Phase 1: Search process

Tables DB1.1-1.9 describe the search process for the different 

databases in Phase 1. 

Table DB1.1 records the search process adopted for the Blackwell/

Wiley InterScience database. The search combination in Row 21 

yielded 735 results. The titles and/or abstracts of these articles were 

examined and 11 articles were exported to RefWorks bibliographic 

software for further examination. 

Table DB1.1:
Blackwell Synergy/Wiley InterScience

1 Child full text

2 Pupil full text

3 Student full text

4 Elementary full text

5 Primary full text

6 Young full text

7 Second full text

8 Foreign full text

9 Modern full text

10 Minority full text

11 Regional full text

12 Language full text

13 Teach* full text

14 Learn* full text

15 Pedagogy full text

16 Acquisition full text

17 Effective full text
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Table DB1.1:
Blackwell Synergy/Wiley InterScience

18 Best practice full text

19 Best evidence full text

20 Success* full text

21 (1 or 2 or 3) and (4 or 5 or 6) and (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 
11) and 12 and  (13 or 14 or 15 or 16) and (17 or 18 
or 19 or 20)

735 results

11 results were exported 
to RefWorks for further 
examination

* An asterisk is used after a search term to instruct the database to 

search for all forms of that word  

e.g. teach* will search for teach, teacher, teaching

Table DB1.2 describes the search conducted on the Cambridge 

Online Journals. The combination in Row 21 yielded 44,748 results. 

When the search was refined to limit the results to the years 1980-

2010 in Row 22, 1,777 studies were found. The search was further 

refined in Row 23 to the category ‘Language and Linguistics’ and to 

the particular journals listed there. This resulted in 1,647 studies 

which were examined according to the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria. The titles and/or abstracts of these articles were examined 

and a final group of 100 articles was exported to RefWorks 

bibliographic software for further examination. 

Table DB1.2:
Cambridge Journals Online

1 Child full text

2 Pupil full text

3 Student full text

4 Elementary full text

5 Primary full text

6 Young full text

7 Second full text

8 Foreign full text
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Table DB1.2:
Cambridge Journals Online

9 Modern full text

10 Minority full text

11 Regional full text

12 Language full text

13 Teach* full text

14 Learn* full text

15 Pedagogy full text

16 Acquisition full text

17 Effective full text

18 Best practice full text

19 Best evidence full text

20 Success* full text

21 (1 or 2 or 3) and (4 or 5 or 6) and (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 
11) and 12 and  (13 or14 or 15 or 16) and (17 or18 or 
19 or 20)

44,748 results

22 Limit 21 to yr=1980-2010 1.777 results

23 Limit 22 to the category Language and Linguistics and 
the following journal titles within Cambridge Journals 
Online: Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 
Language Teaching, Language Variation and Change, 
Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, Nordic Journal 
of Linguistics, Journal of French Language Studies, 
Journal of Linguistics, Language in Society, English 
Language and Linguistics

1,647 results

100 results were 
exported to RefWorks for 
further examination

Table DB1.3 describes the search conducted in the Education 

Resources Information Center (ERIC) database. The combination in 

Row 21 yielded 128,850 results. When the search was refined to 

limit the results to ‘full text’ available from ERIC in Row 22 there 

were 42,026 results. The search was then limited to the years 1980-

2010 in Row 23, yielding 34,035 studies. The search was further 

refined in Row 24 to the years 1990-2010 reducing the number of 

results to 26,020. Rows 25-28 refined the search terms on a gradual 

basis to ‘Item title’ in ERIC. This reduced the number of results to 
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5,154. Row 29 removed the category ‘Elementary Secondary 

Education’ reducing the number of results further to 1,999. Finally 

Row 30 changed the search combination to ‘teach*’ and ‘learn’ 

instead of ‘teach*’ or ‘learn’. This resulted in 414 studies which were 

examined according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The titles 

and/or abstracts of these articles were examined and 19 articles were 

exported to RefWorks bibliographic software for further 

examination. 

Table DB1.3:
ERIC

1 Child keywords (all fields)

2 Pupil keywords (all fields)

3 Student keywords (all fields)

4 Elementary keywords (all fields)

5 Primary keywords (all fields)

6 Young keywords (all fields)

7 Second keywords (all fields)

8 Foreign keywords (all fields)

9 Modern keywords (all fields)

10 Minority keywords (all fields)

11 Regional keywords (all fields)

12 Language keywords (all fields)

13 Teach* keywords (all fields)

14 Learn* keywords (all fields)

15 Pedagogy keywords (all fields)

16 Acquisition keywords (all fields)

17 Effective keywords (all fields)

18 Best practice keywords (all fields)

19 Best evidence keywords (all fields)

20 Success* keywords (all fields)

21 (1 or 2 or 3) and (4 or 5 or 6) and (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 
11) and 12 and  (13 or 14 or 15 or 16) and (17 or 18 or 
19 or 20). Limited to Education Level: Early Childhood 
Education, Elementary Education, Elementary 
Secondary Education, Grade 1, Grade 2, Grade 3. Grade 
4, Grade 5, Grade 6, Kindergarten, Primary Education

128,850 results
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Table DB1.3:
ERIC

22 Limit 21 to full text available from ERIC 42,026 results

23 Limit 22 to yr=1980-2010 34,035 results

24 Limit 23 to yr=1990-2010 26,020 results

25 Limit 24 to ‘Language’ (see 12) in Item title 25,657 results

26 Limit 25 to ‘Teach*’ or ‘Learn’ or ‘Pedagogy’ or 
‘Acquisition’ in Item title

11,368 results

27 Limit 26 to ‘Effective’ or ‘Best evidence’ or ‘Best 
practice’ or ‘Success*’ in Item title

5,223 results

28 Limit 27 to all terms in Item title 5,154 results

29 Limit 28 to Education Level: Early Childhood 
Education, Elementary Education, , Grade 1, Grade 
2, Grade 3. Grade 4, Grade 5, Grade 6, Kindergarten, 
Primary Education (i.e. remove ‘Elementary Secondary 
Education’)

1,999 results

30 Limit 29 to ‘teach*’ and ‘learn’ (13 and 14 or 15 or 16) 414 results

19 results exported to 
RefWorks for further 
examination

Table DB1.4 describes the search conducted in the JSTOR database. 

The combination in Row 21 yielded 130,017 results. When the 

search was refined to limit the results to the following disciplines 

within JSTOR, ‘Education, Irish studies, Language and Literature, 

Linguistics’, there were 65,218 results. The search was further refined 

by limiting the search to the categories ‘Education, Language and 

Literature’ leading to 63,641 results. Row 24 searched for journal 

articles only and resulted in 48,038 articles. We limited the search to 

the years 1980-2010 in Row 25 and got 28,789 results. We then 

limited the search term ‘language’ to the ‘item title’ and this led to 

1,562 results. These articles were examined according to the inclusion 

and exclusion criteria. The titles and/or abstracts of these articles 

were examined and 127 articles were exported to RefWorks for 

further examination. 
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Table DB1.4:
JSTOR

1 Child full text

2 Pupil full text

3 Student full text

4 Elementary full text

5 Primary full text

6 Young full text

7 Second full text

8 Foreign full text

9 Modern full text

10 Minority full text

11 Regional full text

12 Language full text

13 Teach* full text

14 Learn* full text

15 Pedagogy full text

16 Acquisition full text

17 Effective full text

18 Best practice full text

19 Best evidence full text

20 Success* full text

21 (1 or 2 or 3) and (4 or 5 or 6) and (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 
11) and 12 and  (13 or 14 or 15 or 16) and (17 or 18 
or 19 or 20)

130,017 results

22 Limit 21 to the following disciplines within JSTOR: 
Education, Irish studies, Language and Literature, 
Linguistics

65,218 results

23 Limit 22 to the following disciplines within JSTOR: 
Education, Language and Literature 

63,641 results

24 Limit 23 to Article 48,038 results

25 Limit 24 to yr=1980-2010 28,789 results

26 Limit 25 to Language (see 12) in Item title 1,562 results

127 results exported 
to RefWorks for further 
examination

Table DB1.5 describes the search conducted in the Linguistics and 

Language Behaviour Abstracts (LLBA) database. The combination in 
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Row 21 yielded 183 results. When the search was refined to limit the 

results to the years 1980-2010 in Row 22, 153 studies were found. 

Row 23 limited the search to journal articles yielding 60 results. 

Almost all of the results excluded were dissertations The titles and/or 

abstracts of these 60 studies were examined and 20 articles were 

exported to RefWorks for further examination. 

Table DB1.5:
LLBA

1 Child full text

2 Pupil full text

3 Student full text

4 Elementary full text

5 Primary full text

6 Young full text

7 Second full text

8 Foreign full text

9 Modern full text

10 Minority full text

11 Regional full text

12 Language full text

13 Teach* full text

14 Learn* full text

15 Pedagogy full text

16 Acquisition full text

17 Effective full text

18 Best practice full text

19 Best evidence full text

20 Success* full text

21 (1 or 2 or 3) and (4 or 5 or 6) and (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 
11) and 12 and  (13 or 14 or 15 or 16) and (17 or 18 
or 19 or 20)

183 results

22 Limit 21 to yr=1980-2010 153 results

23 Limit 22 to Articles (almost all exclusions were 
dissertations)

60 results
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Searching the Oxford Journal Online database required a different 

search strategy due to the manner in which the database is 

configured. The search terms in Table DB1.6 below were used to 

search the title of the articles contained in the database.

The combination in Row 8 yielded 17,837 results. When the search 

was refined to limit the results to the following journal titles ‘Applied 

Linguistics, ELT Journal and Forum for Modern Language Studies’, 1,626 

studies were found. The search was further refined in Row 10 to 

limit the search to the years 1980-2010. This resulted in 1,162 studies 

which were examined according to the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria. The titles and/or abstracts of these articles were examined 

and 129 articles were exported to RefWorks for further examination. 
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Table DB1.6: 
Oxford Journal Online

1 Language title

2 Teach* title

3 Learn* title

4 Effective title

5 Best title

6 Evidence title

7 Success* title

8 (1 or 2 or 3 or 4 or 5 or 6 or 7)  17,837 results

9 Limit 8 to the following journal titles: Applied 
Linguistics, ELT Journal and Forum for Modern 
Language Studies

1,626 results

10 Limit 9 to yr=1980-2010 1,162 results

129 references exported 
to RefWorks for further 
examination

 

Table DB1.7 describes the search conducted in the PsychInfo/

EBSCO Host database. The combination in Row 21 yielded 1,144 

results. When the search was refined to limit the results to the years 

1980-2010 in Row 22, 1,055 studies were found. The search was 

further refined in Row 23 to the category ‘Childhood 0-12 yrs’. This 

resulted in 580 articles. Row 24 limited the search to 23 to ‘Intended 

Audience: Psychology: Professional & Research’ and this yielded 125 

results which were examined according to the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. The titles and/or abstracts of these articles were 

examined and 4 articles were exported to RefWorks for further 

examination.
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Table DB1.7:
PsychInfo/EBSCO Host

1 Child full text

2 Pupil full text

3 Student full text

4 Elementary full text

5 Primary full text

6 Young full text

7 Second full text

8 Foreign full text

9 Modern full text

10 Minority full text

11 Regional full text

12 Language full text

13 Teach* full text

14 Learn* full text

15 Pedagogy full text

16 Acquisition full text

17 Effective full text

18 Best practice full text

19 Best evidence full text

20 Success* full text

21 (1 or 2 or 3) and (4 or 5 or 6) and (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 
11) and 12 and  (13 or 14 or 15 or 16) and (17 or 18 
or 19 or 20)

1,144 results

22 Limit 21 to yr=1980-2010 1,055 results

23 Limit 22 to Childhood 0-12 yrs 580 results

24 Limit 23 to Intended Audience: Psychology: 
Professional & Research

125 results

4 references exported 
to RefWorks for further 
examination
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Table DB1.8 describes the search conducted in the Project Muse 

database. The combination in Row 21 yielded 17,105 results. Row 

22 limited the search to the following journal titles within Project 

Muse: The Canadian Journal of Linguistics, The Canadian Modern 

Language Review, Education and Culture, Education and Treatment 

of Children, Éire-Ireland, The Journal of General Education, Journal 

of Slavic Linguistics, Language, Linguistic Inquiry, MLN, MLQ: 

Modern Language Quarterly, Pedagogy, Radical Teacher. 786 studies 

were found in this search. These 786 studies were examined 

according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The titles and/or 

abstracts of these articles were examined and 16 articles were 

exported to RefWorks for further examination. 

Table DB1.8:
Project Muse

1 Child full text

2 Pupil full text

3 Student full text

4 Elementary full text

5 Primary full text

6 Young full text

7 Second full text

8 Foreign full text

9 Modern full text

10 Minority full text

11 Regional full text

12 Language full text

13 Teach* full text

14 Learn* full text

15 Pedagogy full text

16 Acquisition full text

17 Effective full text

18 Best practice full text

19 Best evidence full text

20 Success* full text
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Table DB1.8:
Project Muse

21 (1 or 2 or 3) and (4 or 5 or 6) and (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 
11) and 12 and  (13 or14 or 15 or 16) and (17 or18 or 
19 or 20)

17,105 results

22 Limit 21 to the following journal titles within Project 
Muse: The Canadian Journal of Linguistics, The 
Canadian Modern Language Review, Education and 
Culture, Education and Treatment of Children, Éire-
Ireland, The Journal of General Education, Journal of 
Slavic Linguistics, Language, Linguistic Inquiry, MLN, 
MLQ: Modern Language Quarterly, Pedagogy, Radical 
Teacher

786 results

16 results were exported 
to RefWorks for further 
examination

 

Table DB1.9 describes the search conducted on the Sage Journals. 

The combination in Rows 21 and 22 yielded no results. The search 

was broadened so that any combination of the search terms was 

acceptable. This was done by inserting or between all the search 

terms. This yielded 163,612 results in Row 23. Then the search was 

limited to the following journal titles: Canadian Journal of School 

Psychology, Child Language Teaching and Therapy, Education and 

Urban Society, Educational Policy, Educational Researcher, First 

Language, International Journal of Bilingualism, Journal of Early 

Childhood Literacy, Journal of Early Childhood Research, Journal of 

Educational and Behavioral Statistics, Journal of English Linguistics, 

Journal of Language and Social Psychology, Journal of Learning 

Disabilities, Journal of Research in International Education, Journal 

of Teacher Education, Language and Literature, Language and Speech, 

Language Teaching Research, Language Testing, Qualitative Research, 

Sociology of Education, Teacher Education and Special Education: 

The Journal of the Teacher Education Division of the Council for 

Exceptional Children, and Theory and Research in Education. This 

yielded 14,460 results in Row 24. When the search was refined to 

limit the results to the years 1980-2010 in Row 25, 12,005 studies 

were found. The search was further refined in Row 26 to limit the 
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results to the years 1990-2010 which yielded 8,985 results. Row 27 

refined the search to look for the search terms in ‘Full text’ instead of 

‘All fields’. This resulted in 8,897 articles being found. Row 28 

searched for the same terms in ‘Keywords’ which reduced the results 

to 369 articles. These articles were examined according to the 

inclusion and exclusion criteria. The titles and/or abstracts of these 

articles were examined and 41 articles were exported to RefWorks 

for further examination. 

Table DB1.9:
Sage Journals

1 Child All fields

2 Pupil All fields

3 Student All fields

4 Elementary All fields

5 Primary All fields

6 Young All fields

7 Second All fields

8 Foreign All fields

9 Modern All fields

10 Minority All fields

11 Regional All fields

12 Language All fields

13 Teach* All fields

14 Learn* All fields

15 Pedagogy All fields

16 Acquisition All fields

17 Effective All fields

18 Best practice All fields

19 Best evidence All fields

20 Success* All fields

21 (1 or 2 or 3) and (4 or 5 or 6) and (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 
11) and 12 and  (13 or 14 or 15 or 16) and (17 or18 or 
19 or 20)

0 results

22 (1 or 2 or 3) or (4 or 5 or 6) or (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 11) 
or 12 and  (13 or 14 or 15 or 16) or (17 or18 or 19 or 
20)

0 results
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Table DB1.9:
Sage Journals

23 (1 or 2 or 3) or (4 or 5 or 6) or (7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 11) 
or 12 or (13 or 14 or 15 or 16) or (17 or18 or 19 or 20)

163,612 results

24 Limit 23 to the following journal titles: Canadian 
Journal of School Psychology, Child Language 
Teaching and Therapy, Education and Urban Society, 
Educational Policy, Educational Researcher, First 
Language, International Journal of Bilingualism, 
Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, Journal of Early 
Childhood Research, Journal of Educational and 
Behavioral Statistics, Journal of English Linguistics, 
Journal of Language and Social Psychology, Journal 
of Learning Disabilities, Journal of Research in 
International Education, Journal of Teacher Education, 
Language and Literature, Language and Speech, 
Language Teaching Research, Language Testing, 
Qualitative Research, Sociology of Education, Teacher 
Education and Special Education: The Journal of 
the Teacher Education Division of the Council for 
Exceptional Children, and Theory and Research in 
Education.

125 results

14,460 results 4 references exported 
to RefWorks for further 
examination

25 Limit 24 to yr=1980-2010

12,005 results

26 Limit 25 to yr=1990-2010

8,985 results

27 Limit 26 to Full text 8,897 results

28 Limit 27 to Keywords 369 results

41 results exported to 
RefWorks 

Phase 2: Search process

Tables DB2.1-2.3 describe the search process for the different 

databases in Phase 2 . 

Table DB2.1 records the search process adopted for the Blackwell/

Wiley InterScience database. The search combination in Row 6 

yielded 346 results. The titles and/or abstracts of these articles were 

examined and 2 articles were exported to EndNote bibliographic 

software for further examination. 
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Table DB2.1: Blackwell Synergy/Wiley InterScience
1 Language full text

2 Content full text

3 Integrated full text

4 Learning full text

5 CLIL full text

6 (1 and 2 and 3 and 4) or 5 364 results

2 results exported to RefWorks for 
further examination

Table DB2.2 describes the search conducted on the Cambridge 

Online Journals limited to the years 1980-2010. The combination in 

Row 6 yielded 48 results. The titles and/or abstracts of these articles 

were examined and 5 articles were exported to RefWorks 

bibliographic software for further examination. 

Table DB2.2: Cambridge Journals Online
1 Language full text

2 Content full text

3 Integrated full text

4 Learning full text

5 CLIL full text

6 (1 and 2 and 3 and 4) or 5 48 results

5 results exported to RefWorks for 
further examination

Table DB2.3 describes the search conducted in the Education 

Resources Information Center (ERIC) database. The combination in 

Row 6 yielded 162 results. The titles and/or abstracts of these articles 

were examined and 13 articles were exported to RefWorks 

bibliographic software for further examination. 

Table DB2.3: ERIC
1 Language keywords (all fields)

2 Content keywords (all fields)

3 Integrated keywords (all fields)

4 Learning keywords (all fields)

5 CLIL keywords (all fields)

6 (1 and 2 and 3 and 4) or 5 162 results

13 results exported to RefWorks 
for further examination
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Phase 3: Search process

Tables DB3.1-3.3 describe the search process for the different 

databases in Phase 3. 

Table DB3.1 records the search process adopted for the Blackwell/

Wiley InterScience database. The search combination in Row 9 

yielded 284 results. The titles and/or abstracts of these articles were 

examined and 15 articles were exported to EndNote bibliographic 

software for further examination. 

Table DB3.1: Blackwell Synergy/Wiley InterScience
1 Immersion full text

2 Heritage full text

3 Indigenous full text

4 Endangered full text

5 Biling* full text

6 Early full text

7 Mid full text

8 Late full text

9 (1 or 2 or 3 or 4) and 5 or (6 or 7 or 8) 284 results

15 results exported to RefWorks 
for further examination

Table DB3.2 describes the search conducted on the Cambridge 

Online Journals limited to the years 1980-2010 and the category 

‘Language and Linguistics’. The combination in Row 9 yielded 1447 

results. The search was further refined to limit the search to the 

following journals: Studies in Second Language Acquisition, Journal 

of Child Language, Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 

Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, Applied Psycholinguistics, 

English Language and Linguistics. This search yielded 455 articles. 

The titles and/or abstracts of these articles were examined and 33 

articles were exported to RefWorks bibliographic software for 

further examination. 
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Table DB3.2: Cambridge Journals Online
1 Immersion full text

2 Heritage full text

3 Indigenous full text

4 Endangered full text

5 Biling* full text

6 Early full text

7 Mid full text

8 Late full text

9 (1 or 2 or 3 or 4) and 5 or (6 or 7 or 8) 455 results

33 results exported to RefWorks 
for further examination

Table DB3.3 records the search process adopted for the Education 

Resources Information Center (ERIC) database. The search 

combination in Row 9 yielded 186 results. The titles and/or abstracts 

of these articles were examined and 2 articles were exported to 

EndNote bibliographic software for further examination. 

Table DB3.3: ERIC
1 Immersion full text

2 Heritage full text

3 Indigenous full text

4 Endangered full text

5 Biling* full text

6 Early full text

7 Mid full text

8 Late full text

9 (1 or 2 or 3 or 4) and 5 or (6 or 7 or 8) Limited 
to Education Level: Early Childhood Education, 
Elementary Education, Elementary Secondary 
Education, Grade 1, Grade 2, Grade 3. Grade 
4, Grade 5, Grade 6, Kindergarten, Primary 
Education. 
Limited to yr=1990-2010

186 results

2 results exported to RefWorks 
for further examination

Table DB3.4 describes the search conducted on the Oideas Journal. 

Due to the nature of the journal, this search combined both Phase 2 

and Phase 3 searches, limited to the years 1980-2010 and the 
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category ‘Language and Linguistics’. The combination in Row 9 

yielded 20 results. The titles of these articles were examined and 1 

article was printed for further examination. 

Table DB3.4: Oideas
1 Immersion full text

2 Content full text

3 Language full text

4 Irish full text

5 Gaeilge full text

6 Teanga full text

7 Second full text

8 CLIL full text

9 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 or 5 or 6 or 7 or 8 20 results

1 result was printed for further 
examination
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Study 1. Ammar Spada (2006) One size fits all? 

Recasts, prompts, and L2 learning

Study 2. Ammar (2008) Prompts and recasts: 

Differential effects on second language morphosyntax

Ammar & Spada (2006) carried out a quasi-experimental tightly 

controlled study to examine the impact of prompts in comparison to 

recasts, or no corrective feedback. A recast typically occurs where a 

teacher reformulates a pupil’s erroneous utterance while keeping the 

intended meaning e.g. “He went with her mother,” might be 

reformulated as “He went with his mother.” A prompt on the other 

hand is a signal to the pupil that there is something wrong with the 

previous utterance. Prompts can take different forms, in the example 

above the teacher could reformulate the utterance with rising 

intonation but not complete it e.g. “He went with …?” This indicates 

to the pupil that there was an error. The critical element with a 

prompt is that the correct form is withheld (Lyster & Saito, 2010). 

The participants in this study were 64 Grade 6 Francophone learners 

of English in three intact intensive ESL classes in the Montreal area. 

Although the context of the study was an ESL course, the participants 

spoke French at home and all reported that they had limited exposure 

to English outside of school. Three teachers were selected on the basis 

of the type of feedback they habitually gave to their pupils in response 

to errors this categorisation being based on observation of their 

practice. One teacher gave only recasts, another provided prompts and 

a third gave no feedback. The target structure examined in the study 

was the acquisition of third person determiners ‘his’ and ‘her’. All 

pupils received three phases of instruction. In the first session they 

were provided with a rule of thumb regarding possessive determiner 

use. They practiced the structure in the following two sessions with 

further instruction where necessary. Following the instructional phase 

each group engaged in 11 communicative activities and received 
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feedback from the teacher in accordance with that teacher’s style – 

recasts, prompts, or no corrective feedback. 

A pre-test (Day 1), immediate post-test (Day 30) and a delayed post-

test (Day 60) design was used to examine the effects of prompts, 

recasts, or no feedback. Data were gathered in a computerised fill-in-

the-blank task, an oral picture-description task, and a multiple-choice 

task.

Results from the quantitative analyses of the passage correction task 

and the oral picture description task indicated that the prompt group 

significantly outperformed the recast group on the immediate and 

delayed written post-tests. Results from the oral test indicated that 

the prompt group benefited more than the recast group. However, 

the difference between the two groups was found to be statistically 

significant only at the time of the delayed post-test. When the pupils 

were divided into high- and low- achieving groups the researchers 

found that prompts were more effective than recasts for the low-

proficiency learners, but that prompts and recasts were equally 

effective for high-proficiency learners.

Ammar (2008) carried out further analysis of the data gathered by 

Ammar & Spada (2006). Analysis of data from the computerized task 

and from the oral task was reported in this study.

The data analysis revealed that pupils who received corrective 

feedback benefitted more than those that received no feedback. The 

pupils who were prompted to self-correct made greater progress in 

their L2 morphosyntactic development than the recast group. This 

was particularly true for low-achievers. The author notes that these 

results need to be interpreted with caution because factors other than the 

ones the ones investigated could have contributed to the reported outcomes 

(Ammar, 2008, p. 201).
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Study 3. Gattullo (2000) Corrective feedback and 

teaching style: Exploring a relationship 
Gattullo (2000) examined the type of corrective feedback used by 

primary English language teachers in Italy. She divided the 10 

teachers in her study into two groups according to two teaching 

styles, five teachers with a teacher-centred style and five teachers 

with a more pupil-orientated style. They were all teacher of fourth 

grade pupils (9-10 years). The teachers with a teacher-centred style 

tended to organise whole-class activities in such a way that the 

teacher was always the centre of interaction. The teachers with the 

pupil-orientated style on the other hand organised more pairwork 

and group work giving more autonomy to the pupils. 

Ten hours of classes were recorded for analysis according to the 

following corrective feedback type responses: i) recast, ii) elicitation, 

iii) repetition of error, iv) clarification request, v) teacher’s 

continuation after feedback and vi) pupil’s continuation after 

feedback. Gattullo (2000) further categorised elicitation, repetition of 

error and clarification request (ii, iii, and iv above) as falling under 

the broader category of “negotiation of form”. The analysis revealed 

that both types of teacher used recast most often followed by 

negotiation of form although the teachers with a teacher-centred 

organisational style used a wider range of responses. It was the latter, 

negotiation of form, that was most successful in leading to pupils 

repair of their utterances. As Gattullo states feedback that did not provide 

pupils with the correct form was more likely to initiate a sequence of 

negotiation of form whereby learners attempted to self-repair, either successfully 

or not (2000, p. 305).

Grattullo (2000) concluded from her analysis that it was easier for the 

teacher-centred teachers to draw pupils attention to form in a way 

that didn’t immediately supply the correct form. When pupils are 

organised in groups or pairs, corrective feedback can cause a greater 
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interruption to the communicative activity and negotiation of form 

type of feedback is more difficult to give thus teachers are inclined to 

provide the correct expression directly (2000, p. 307). In such 

situations pupils tend to continue with the activity without repairing 

the error. Part of the difficulty with recasts is that there is an inherent 

ambiguity (Lyster, 1998) whereby pupils don’t always realise that they 

have been corrected.

Study 4. Harris (1983) Relationships between 

achievement in spoken Irish and demographic, 

administrative, and teaching factors

In this study based on a national sample of sixth-grade classes, 

correlation and multiple regression analysis were used to link a 

number of criterion measures of demographic, school administration, 

and teaching variables to a criterion measure of pupil achievement in 

spoken Irish. The criterion measures included demographic variables 

(region, urban-rural location), administrative variables (size of sixth-

grade group in class, gender composition of class, school size, number 

of grades in the class unit) and teaching variables (‘extent of Irish 

medium instruction’, ‘type of course-method used’ and ‘number of 

years teaching experience’). School inspectors who administered the 

Irish tests collected the data on all the criterion variables using a 

form which specified the information required. 

The categories of Irish medium instruction used were (a) ‘some 

aspects of the curriculum taught through Irish’ and (b) ‘no aspect of 

the curriculum taught through Irish’ (outside the Irish lesson proper). 

It was found that 22.03% of teachers were reported to be teaching 

‘some aspects’ of the curriculum through Irish. This proportion was 

lower than might be expected given that in official statistics based on 

routine school returns 35.44% of classes report that … the ordinary 

medium of communication with the class for at least one subject or activity is 
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Irish. While the latter percentage would include Gaeltacht areas 

(while the Harris, 1983 study would not) the author considered this 

to be an unlikely to be the main explanation for the disparity. More 

likely, the circumstances of data collection in the Harris study, where 

the inspector’s report on Irish medium instruction was compiled in 

consultation with the class teacher (whose class of course was tested 

by the same inspector), may have tended to produce relatively 

conservative reports on the extent of Irish medium instruction. To 

that extent, relatively low levels of Irish medium instruction may 

have gone unreported suggesting perhaps that a relatively robust Irish 

medium instruction treatment was being examined.

There were three categories of ‘course method used’ (a) Nuachúrsaí 

(audio-visual), (b) ‘ABC-related’ and (c) ‘Other’. The ‘ABC-related’ 

category resulted from combing ‘ABC’ and ‘ABC plus Nuachúrsaí’ 

because the ‘ABC’ (only) category was too small. The ABC method, 

described as ‘a well planned and effective aural-oral approach’ (Ó 

Domhnalláin & Ó Gliasáin, 1976) was widely and consistently 

applied in all primary schools from the 1930-1960s. A Department of 

Education booklet on the approach describes both teaching methods 

and course content. The letters A, B, C refer to the three aspects of 

language around which the approach was organised – A (language 

structure), B (vocabulary) and (C) (free conversation/fluency). A 

substantial number of teachers continued to use the old ABC 

method to some extent after the audio-visual courses and methods 

were introduced. In the study reported here, 38.65% of teachers 

categories themselves as using ABC-related methods while nearly all 

the remainder (58.8%) used the audio-visual Nuachúrsaí.

Four variables were found to explain significant proportions of the 

variance in spoken Irish: 7.6% (region), 8.9% (size of sixth grade 

group in class), 13.5% (extent of Irish-medium instruction) and 

11.6% (type of course-method). ‘Extent of Irish medium instruction’ 

and ‘Course method’ were entered in the regression equation after 
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the demographic and administrative variables. The teaching 

experience variable was entered last. Teaching experience did not 

make a significant contribution to variance explained. Mean scores 

on the Irish test were 83.7 (SD 17.7) for those classes taught some 

aspect of the curriculum outside the Irish lesson through Irish while 

it was 66.9 (SD 18.6) in those class which taught no aspect of the 

curriculum through Irish. Mean scores for course method were 67.4 

(SD 20.2) for the audio-visual Nuachúrsaí and 76.9 (SD 16.6) for 

ABC-related. 

One issue that arises here is whether the ‘no Irish’ group have the 

same overall time exposure to Irish as the ‘some aspects’ group. This 

is relevant because the positive impact of teaching through Irish may 

simply be the extra time, the ‘real interaction’ element, or perhaps a 

bit of both. (See Jimenez Catalán & de Zarobe (2009)). In the Irish 

primary school system, it must be borne in mind that the Irish-

medium instruction is possibly running many years as certain schools 

might tend to have an implicit school policy.

Study 5. Jiménez Catalán, R.M. & de Zarobe, Y. R. 

(2009) The receptive vocabulary of EFL learners in 

two instructional contexts: CLIL versus non-CLIL 

instruction

Jiménez Catalán, R.M. & Ruiz de Zarobe, Y. (2009) conducted 

research on 130 female English language learners of Spanish in 

primary school. They sought to ascertain whether Grade 6 primary 

school EFL learners (11-12 year-old) in a CLIL instructional context 

would outperform EFL learners in English as a subject only (ES) 

instructional context. 

The sample consisted of two sub-groups of learners. The first group 

were an intact class of 65 female pupils from a Basque single-sex 

private primary school receiving state funding. They lived in a 
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bilingual Basque and Spanish community, and English was their L3. 

The second group was drawn from a random sample of 65 female 

pupils living in a monolingual region of Northern Spain, and English 

was their L2. Both groups started learning English when they were 

three. The first group, however, had received 960 hours of instruction 

in English (5 hours per week) whereas the second group had 

received 629 hours (3 hours per week) prior to the commencement 

of the research. The first group had also studied Science (grades 1-6) 

and Arts and Crafts (grades3-6) through English providing a further 

two hours per week contact with English.

The researchers measured the pupils’ proficiency using two 

vocabulary tests and a cloze test. The vocabulary tests were the 1000-

word receptive test (WT) and the 2000-frequency band of the 

receptive version of the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT). These are 

described as receptive vocabulary tests that represent words from the 

1000 and 2000 most frequent words in English. The pupils who 

received content instruction through CLIL achieved higher scores on 

all three tests than the pupils who studied English as a subject only. 

The differences between the CLIL and the ES groups were 

significant on the 1000 WT test and highly significant on the 2000 

VLT test. 

These results need to be treated with caution as the CLIL group had 

received more hours of instruction and greater exposure to English. 

The researchers could not state categorically that the greater 

proficiency of the CLIL group on the tests was due to CLIL proper 

due to the confounding effect of more hours of instruction.
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Study 6. Kiziltan, N. & Ersanli, C. (2007) The 

contributions of theme-based CBI to Turkish young 

learners’ language development in English

Kiziltan & Ersanli (2007) conducted a small-scale quasi-experimental 

study on content-based instruction (CBI) with young English language 

learners in Turkish schools. They investigated if theme-based CBI was 

an effective way of teaching English to young learners in elementary 

schools. Two grade 6 EFL classes were randomly chosen for inclusion 

in the research study. There were 43 pupils in the experimental group 

and 43 in the control group also. The language proficiency of both 

groups was tested at the beginning of the study and no statistically 

significant differences were found. 

The experiment lasted 15 weeks. Content-based language instruction 

was used in the experimental group while traditional methods were 

used in the control group. The pupils in the experimental group were 

given an opportunity to choose the theme that they would like to 

study by means of a questionnaire. The most popular choice was the 

theme of ‘love’. Topic-related tasks and activities were developed that 

actively involved the exchange of content or theme-related 

information. The same topics and grammar points were studied in the 

control group in a more traditional way.

Achievement tests were administered at the end of each of four topics 

and a fifth test at the end of fifteen weeks (the authors don’t state what 

form the achievement test took). The experimental group scored better 

on each of the five tests and the differences in the mean scores were 

statistically significant. The total mean scores of the experimental group 

were 61.6 compared to 23.1 for the control group at the end of the 

experiment. The results of this study are quite impressive, in that 

because of its short term nature, it is easier to show cause and effect. 

On the other hand, it may be more difficult to sustain the energy and 

enthusiasm for such an intervention over a longer time period.



Effective Language Teaching: A Synthesis of Research

146

Study 7. Seikkula-Leino (2007) CLIL learning: 

Achievement levels and affective factors

Seikkula-Leino (2007) compared 217 CLIL and non-CLIL grade 5 

and 6 pupils in a Finnish school. She wished to investigate how 

successfully the pupils learned content in a CLIL programme and 

also to look at affective factors such as motivation and self-esteem. Of 

the 217 pupils in the study, 116 students were enrolled in the CLIL 

programme where 40-70% of the classes were taught through English 

and 111 pupils were in the regular non-CLIL programme. In tests of 

Mathematics and L1 Finnish there were no significant differences in 

achievement between the CLIL and non-CLIL groups. When she 

examined the number of overachievers in each group, however, she 

found that there were more overachievers in the non-CLIL group. 

Overachievement was calculated on the comparison of pupils’ scores 

on a non-verbal intelligence test and a vocabulary test with their 

scores in Mathematics and L1 Finnish. Seikkula-Leino explains that 

Teaching in a pupil’s mother tongue provides the pupil with 

more opportunities to reach maximum results. However, one 

must bear in mind that CLIL pupils learn a foreign language 

to a very high standard, which is unlikely to happen to such 

an extent in teaching conducted only in Finnish.  

			   (Seikkula-Leino, 2007, p. 336)

Despite this statement the author maintains that participation in 

CLIL does not adversely affect development of pupils’ mother 

tongue.
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Study 8. Netten, J & Germain, C. (2009) The future of 

intensive French in Canada

Netten, J & Germain, C. (2009) examined the French oral 

proficiency of pupils in core French and intensive French 

programmes in Canada. Core French has been taught in Canadian 

schools for many years while intensive French was introduced in 

Newfoundland and Labrador in 1998. Over 22,000 pupils have 

participated in intensive French since its inception. Intensive French 

normally begins towards the end of elementary school in Grade 5 or 

6. It is based on the premise that a level of intensity is required at the 

beginning of the L2 learning process in order to gain a basic level of 

spontaneous communication. The program starts with an intensive 

five-month period where 65%-70% of the school day is given over 

to French. Other subjects such as Mathematics or Science are taught 

through English. After the initial intensive period pupils follow the 

normal curriculum and it is recommended that the time for French 

be combined into two 80 minute sessions so that a level of intensity 

is maintained. In this way pupils receive approximately 345 hours 

(minimum 250 hours) in French during the intensive year. The IF 

programme is based on the theory that the development of L2 

communication requires comprehensible input and comprehensible 

output. Specific teaching strategies have been developed for the 

programme and teachers attend five-day training sessions. Thus the 

three core characteristics are; increased time, specific teaching 

strategies and teacher preparation. 

In order to evaluate the success of the programme to date the 

researchers pre-tested pupils’ oral French proficiency in four 

jurisdictions on the New Brunswick Middle School Scale (MSS) of 

the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI). The ability categories within 

the MSS are novice, basic, intermediate and advanced. The novice 

and basic levels can be seen in the following table. Each descriptor 

also has a numerical equivalent. 
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Descriptors and Numerical Equivalents for the New Brunswick Middle 
School Scale of the Oral Proficiency Interview (Abbreviated Version) 

(Carr, 2009, p.798)
Level Descriptor Numerical 

Equivalent

Novice 
low

Able to express oneself only in a very limited fashion by using 
isolated words or expressions

11

Novice 
mid

Able to speak in a limited fashion about familiar topics; use of words 
and memorized phrases rather than complete sentences; can identify 
objects; frequent, long pauses

12

Novice 
high

Able to satisfy immediate needs using longer, memorized phrases; 
some hesitations; understanding is limited; shows beginning signs 
of initiative in choice of words and sentences

13

Basic 
low

Able to show a certain spontaneity when speaking about familiar 
topics; uses simple but complete sentences; asks and answers 
simple questions

14

Basic 
mid

Able to show some spontaneity when speaking about a variety of 
topics; can initiate and sustain simple dialogue

15

Basic 
high

Able to show considerable spontaneity when speaking about a wide 
variety of topics; can initiate and sustain a simple conversation

16

Basic 
mid

Able to show some spontaneity when speaking about a variety of 
topics; can initiate and sustain simple dialogue

15

Basic 
high

Able to show considerable spontaneity when speaking about a wide 
variety of topics; can initiate and sustain a simple conversation

16

The evaluators were experienced EFL teachers who had received a 

two-day training session. The learner participants were core French 

pupils drawn from different jurisdictions within Canada and of 

different backgrounds and abilities. A pre-test in the form of an oral 

interview was conducted with each pupil using the MSS. Interviews 

were recorded for re-evaluation to ensure reliability. The results of 

pre-tests from 2003-2008 (n = 1,600) suggest that core French pupils 

do not achieve spontaneous communication regardless of the number 

of years of instruction. The average level of performance on the MSS 

was novice low.

Post-tests have been administered to IF Grade 6 pupils (n = 625) 

from 2003-2008 in nine jurisdictions at the end of the five-month 

intensive period. The average number of intensive hours was 299. 

The average level of performance was ’basic low’. When comparisons 

were made for 476 of these pupils that had been pre-tested, the 
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average gain per pupil was 2.5 levels on the MSS. This gain was 

statistically significant in all cases. This level was achieved regardless of 

how many years previous instruction in core French that a pupil had. 

After five months of IF, 70% of pupils attained a level of basic low or 

above. 

Post-tests have also been administered to intensive French Grade 5 

pupils (n = 1,400) from 2003-2007 at the end of the five-month 

intensive period. The average number of intensive hours was 298. 

Once again the average level of performance was basic low. After five 

months of IF, 80% of pupils attained a level of basic low or above. 

Pre-tests had been administered to 841 of these pupils and the 

average gain was 2.7 levels on the MSS. These gains were statistically 

significant. There was no significant difference between the 

attainments of pupils who had chosen to participate in this 

programme and those for whom the programme was compulsory.

Post-tests were administered in one jurisdiction to intensive French 

Grade 4 pupils (n = 285) from 2004-2007 at the end of the five-

month intensive period. The average number of intensive hours was 

271. The average level of performance in this case was basic low. 

After five months of IF, 69% of pupils attained a level of basic low or 

above. The average gain for these pupils was 2.2 levels on the MSS. 

These gains were statistically significant. 

Post-Intensive French testing was in its initial stages when the report 

was written. Preliminary data from these tests (four classes, n = 53) 

indicate that pupils continued to develop their oral competence 

attaining a level of basic mid on the MSS with 94% reaching basic 

low or above. The authors note that continued development of the 

pupils’ proficiency in French will be dependent on suitably qualified 

teachers being available to teach these pupils. They argue nonetheless 

that IF has the potential to bring about linguistic duality in Canada if 

those in charge have the courage to make the necessary changes in 
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the system.

Study 9. Harris & Murtagh (1999) Teaching and learning 

Irish in primary school: A review of research and 

development

This was an in-depth exploration of the relationship between a large 

range of variables concerning Irish in primary school. Twenty sixth grade 

primary school classes (N=534 pupils) representing the full range of 

social, educational and linguistic conditions nationally under which Irish 

was being taught participated in the study. It was carried out at a time 

when an audio-visual, structural linguistic syllabus was still predominant 

in Irish classrooms. The process of implementing a more explicitly 

communicative syllabus and teaching approach only began in 1999. 

In the part of the study relevant to effective language teaching, variations 

in particular aspects of the approach to teaching Irish across the twenty 

classes were linked to 

•	 class achievement in spoken Irish, 

•	 class attitude motivation towards Irish 

•	 class attention and 

•	 class interest. 

Each teacher was asked to teach two typical lessons while school 

inspectors observed and recorded for each segment of the lesson 

information on 

•	 topic, 

•	 language activity, 

•	 pupil behaviour, 
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•	 teacher mode of involvement, 

•	 classroom organisation and 

•	 materials.

In the case of language activity, for example, the categories used 

include ‘translation’, ‘imitation’, ‘contextualisation exercises’, ‘real 

communication in Irish’ and ‘simulated communication in Irish’. In 

observing and recording the beginning and end of lesson segments, 

and in rating the various aspects of teaching and classroom activities, 

the inspectors used observation schedules and coding specification 

previously developed by the researchers. 

The goal was to link between class variations in these ‘independent’ 

variables to the four ‘dependent’ variables. Class achievement in 

spoken Irish was measured by an objective test and class attitude 

motivation towards Irish was derived from a pupil multiple choice 

questionnaire. Measure of the other two variables, Class attention and 

Class interest, were based on on-line codings of these variables for 

each segment by the inspectors. 

The distinction between ‘experiential’ activities and ‘analytic’ 

activities (Allen, Swain, Harley, & Cummins, 1990; Stern, 1990, 1992) 

or ‘communicative’ versus ‘language-practice’ activities was crucial to 

account for the results. In relation to the Language activity, for 

example, about one-fifth of the Irish lesson segments were found to 

involve communicative activities – either ‘real communication’ or 

‘simulated communication - although there are very substantial class-

to-class variations. 

Correlational analyses showed that classes in which a greater 

emphasis was placed on communication did significantly better in a 

variety of ways than classes which were less communicative in 

orientation. For example, when the two communicative activities 
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(‘Real’ plus ‘Simulated’ communication in Irish) were combined, it 

was found that 37% of lesson time on average is spent on 

communicative activities in high-Irish-achievement classes, while 

only 10% of time is spent on them on average in low-Irish-

achievement classes. Significant positive correlations were observed 

between, on the one hand, class achievement in Irish, levels of 

attention and interest, and general pupil attitude motivation and, on 

the other, the number of lesson segments and time devoted to 

communicative activities. In contrast, generally less favourable 

outcomes were associated with teachers who emphasised and devoted 

more time to traditional language-practice (non-communicative) 

activities such as ‘Drills’ or repetition-based activities. The evidence 

that class attention and interest was higher when communicative 

activities were in progress compared to other kinds of activities is 

particularly notable.

It was also found, using a second classroom observation system 

focused on individual pupils, that as classes spend more time on 

‘Simulated communication in Irish’ there is a significant tendency at 

class level for pupils to speak individually more often and to make 

sustained spoken contributions in class more often (indicated by 

Pearson’s r).

Study 10. Edelenbos and Suhre (1994) A comparison 

of courses for English in primary education

The study focused on the difference in 

•	 pupils’ level of command of English 

•	 their attitudes towards learning English 

as a result of being taught with 

•	 grammatical courses
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•	 communicative courses 

•	 communicative courses with an emphasis on grammatical 

structure. 

In the period leading up to the study, English in the Netherlands had 

been taught almost exclusively using commercially available courses. 

Traditionally, these had been grammar oriented courses. More 

recently, however, communicative courses had been developed 

because the traditional courses were thought to be producing poor 

results in terms of pupil proficiency. In grammar oriented courses the 

correct use of the foreign language is emphasised and the sequencing 

of material is based on the language system itself with little reference 

to context of use. In the communicative courses, the emphasis is on 

the skills pupils need to understand the language and to express 

themselves in certain contexts and the material is thematically 

sequenced. The courses differ also with respect to the directions to 

the teacher and the organisation of seatwork. These differences are 

predicted to produce differential effects on the proficiency and 

attitudes of pupils.

The authors point out that research on the effectiveness of courses 

ideally should take the form of an experiment. What is feasible, 

however, is an ex post facto design. This requires the collection of 

additional data about such issues as prior knowledge of the pupils, 

teachers’ characteristics and opportunities to learn (time investment, 

subject matter coverage and teaching styles). The detailed data on 

these variables were derived from logbooks, a questionnaire and 

measures of teacher fluency. 

In the case of pupils, data were derived from tests of vocabulary, 

grammar, listening, reading, writing and speaking skills, and measures 

of attitude and parental SES. The data were first analysed using 

content analysis of the courses, examining variations in teaching time, 
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partial correlations between teacher characteristics and learning 

characteristics, using the parents’ SES as a control factor. The second 

step used mulitvariate covariance analysis with ‘course for English’ 

being the independent variable. 

Results showed that pupils studying the grammar-based courses did 

achieve higher grammar scores. But when learning opportunities and 

teacher characteristics (certification in foreign language teaching, 

experience and fluency in English) are taken into account, there are 

no significant differences between the courses in pupils’ oral 

proficiency, writing, reading, listening comprehension and vocabulary. 

The research also found that the particular course used had no 

impact upon pupil motivation or attitude towards learning English. 

The communicative courses produced no real improvements in the 

pupils’ command of language, suggesting that the course as such is of 

minor importance in relation to the pupils’ achievements. The 

authors conclude that the teacher is vitally important in learning a 

foreign language.

The authors conclude that

in foreign language teaching ... The pluriform, ever changing 

learning environment of foreign language teaching leads to the 

conclusion that the ideal course for foreign language teaching 

does not exist … Trying to improve learning results in general, 

and foreign language teaching in particular, through designing 

and altering courses is a dead-end street 

			   (Edelenbos and Suhre, 1994, p.531).
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Study 11. Macaro & Mutton (2009) Developing 

reading achievement in primary learners of French: 

Inferencing strategies versus exposure to ‘graded 

readers’
Macaro & Mutton (2009) carried out a small-scale pilot study with 

79 ten-eleven year-old Year 6 pupils learning French as a second 

language in England. The aim of their study was to provide some 

evidence that there should be a literacy component in primary 

second language learning curriculum. Three groups of pupils from 

three different schools participated in the study. One group of pupils 

(n = 25), engaged in an intervention where they used materials 

designed to help develop their inferencing strategies when presented 

with unfamiliar French words in short texts. A second group (n = 

25), were exposed to graded French readers only without any 

strategy instruction. A third group (n = 29) continued to receive 

their normal teaching provision. We are not told what ‘normal 

teaching’ consisted of.

Pupils in the first two groups were extracted from the lesson in 

groups of six. Each pupil received two hours of exposure to the text. 

The researchers developed a pedagogical tool whereby they adapted 

a novel that was written in English by inserting French words into 

the text producing a codeswitched text. Each group was given three 

tests at Time 1 and Time 2. The first test, ‘words in sentences’, 

involved difficult new words that pupils were asked to translate by 

guessing from the context. The second test, ‘comprehension test’, was 

concerned with reading comprehension and pupils had to read a text 

in French and write down anything that they understood in English. 

The third test, ‘function-word test’, asked the pupils to translate from 

French to English any function words that they knew from a list of 

30 words. The results showed that there were significant differences 

for the ‘inferencing’ group over the other two groups in the words in 

sentences and function-word tests.
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The researchers conclude that text-based work is highly beneficial 

and appropriate for primary school pupils and they observed that the 

pupils appeared to enjoy the work. The pedagogical tool developed 

as part of this study enabled the pupils to read texts with a content 

and topical interest appropriate to their maturity level as learners. 

The research offers some evidence of the need for strategy 

instruction rather than just exposing L2 learners to text. They also 

suggest that text-based work is appropriate for primary L2 learners.

Study 12. Amer (1997) The effect of teacher’s reading 

aloud on reading comprehension of EFL pupils

Amer (1997) conducted a small-scale study with 75 sixth grade male 

EFL learners in Cairo on the effect of teacher’s reading aloud on 

reading comprehension of EFL pupils. There were elements of 

experimental control in the study. The pupils were assigned to two 

classes but it does not state whether they were ‘randomly’ assigned. 

There were 39 pupils in the experimental class and 36 in the control 

class. Pre-test differences were not significant but were in the 

direction of experimental prediction. 

The story chosen to be read aloud in the study was The Perfect Pearl 

(Osborne, 1989). The story was divided into four meaningful 

segments and read aloud to the experimental group. Vocabulary for 

the part of the story that was due to be read was prepared as a pre-

reading activity. Pupils were encouraged to follow the teacher and 

read the text silently as the teacher read aloud. The teacher paused at 

random points in the text and asked pupils to read the following 

word in order to check attention. This aspect of the design may have 

confounded the reading aloud effect with a test for attention. The 

control group received similar preparation for the story but were 

asked to read it themselves silently without oral reading by the 

teacher.
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The tests used to measure the experimental effects were a multiple-

choice test (MCT) and a story-frame test (SFT). Post-test results, 

conducted three days after instruction ended, showed that the 

experimental group outperformed the control group on both tests. 

The mean scores for the experimental group were 11.7 and 11.0 for 

the MCT and SFT respectively. The mean scores for the control 

group were 9.3 and 9.0 for the MCT and SFT respectively. 

These results indicate that the pupils in the reading aloud group had 

a better understanding of the content of what they had read 

compared to the pupils who read the text silently. The authors 

suggest that reading aloud by the teacher may help to shift readers 

from an over dependence on bottom-up reading strategies that are 

evident in ineffective readers. They further propose that regular 

planned reading aloud by the teacher can have a positive effect on 

the comprehension of EFL learners. They caution that this may not 

be the case for unplanned occasional reading aloud. It is also 

important the learners understand the objective of reading aloud.

Study 13. Drew (2009) Using the Early Years Literacy 

Programme in Primary EFL (English Foreign Language) 

Norwegian Classrooms

Drew (2009) conducted a small-scale study on the effectiveness of 

the Early Years Literacy Programme (EYLP) with third and fourth 

grade EFL pupils in Norway. The EYLP was originally developed in 

Australia for English as a first language (L1). It is an extensive reading 

programme where pupils are expected to do large amounts of regular 

reading taught by teachers with expert knowledge, where pupils are 

monitored and assessed and with parental participation. The books in 

the programme introduce high frequency words in a systematic way 

to promote pupils’ fluency and automaticity. Pupils are encouraged to 

read all books at a given level, up to 25, and to read other material in 
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English. The teachers keep reading records of each pupil’s strengths 

and weaknesses. The class is organised around learning centres with 

pupils rotating in groups from centre to centre every 10-15 minutes. 

One centre is manned by the teacher while pupils work 

independently on pre-prepared tasks at the other centres. 

57 third grade pupils in one school were studied using the EYLP 

with 58 pupils in two other control schools that followed the regular 

EFL programme. The experimental school had been using the EYLP 

approach for mother tongue Norwegian for three years prior to the 

study and had been impressed with the improvement in L1 literacy 

levels. The pupils were tested on their listening, reading/writing and 

oral skills at the end of the Spring term in 2006 (third grade) at the 

commencement of the study and again at the end of the Autumn 

term in 2006 when they were in fourth grade. The pupils had one 

lesson per week in third grade and two lessons per week in fourth 

grade. Typical lessons lasted 90 minutes.

While all pupils made progress during the period of the study, it can 

be seen in Figure 1 that the experimental school made the greatest 

gains relative to the two control schools. These gains were statistically 

significant. The rate of increase for the experimental school in 

listening was 26% which was 9% higher than C1 and 7% higher than 

C2. The rate of increase for the experimental school in reading and 

writing was 15% which was 4% higher than C1 and 3% higher than 

C2. Finally the rate of increase for the experimental school in the 

oral test was 17% which was 5% higher than C1 and 11% higher 

than C2.
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Figure 1. Pupils’ rate of progress in three tests from Test 1 to Test 2 

(Drew, 2009, p. 117)

The results of this small-scale study are promising and encouraging. 

It will require further monitoring and study to assess the merits of 

implementing such a programme more widely. It provides some 

evidence to support the view that extensive L2 reading can lead to 

increased proficiency in the other language skills of listening, 

speaking and writing.
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