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This case study was conducted in a kindergarten where English-only 

education is provided. Nine six-year-old children from various 
language backgrounds were investigated in order to gain a better 
understanding of the environmental and psychological factors that 

influence their language learning. The presupposition was that their 
language background will heavily influence their language 

proficiency even in their third year in this kindergarten. Language 
background, however, seemed to have a surprisingly little role: only 
in the diversity of the vocabulary of children and in the use of certain 

pronouns. Other major factors include talent, practice, amount of 
conversation with the teachers and occupation with role play. 
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The issue of bilingualism is a surprisingly scarcely discussed topic today 
considering the fact that about two thirds of the children in the world are 
brought up bilingually (Crystal, 1997). The prevalence of bilingualism is 
largely due to the mobility of people, but even in a country that is 
homogeneous concerning the language its inhabitants speak, like Hungary, it 
is becoming more and more common. While in other countries becoming 
bilingual is socially essential, in Hungary speaking two languages 
(especially English as the second one, which is perceived to be the most 
prestigious and useful language) constitutes “only” an additional benefit. It is 
rare and the privilege of the affluent, as English education for children is not 
available free of charge.  

Nevertheless, there are more and more parents interested in their children 
becoming bilingual in Hungary, as well. As impacts on the child in this age 
have a very significant bearing on them, it is very important to have valid 
and reliable information on how language learning takes place in this period 
to be able to manipulate this process for the best results. This case study 
examines the questions of successful language learning in a Hungarian 
kindergarten. My research questions were the following. What systematic 
relations link children’s English skills with their personality on the one hand, 
and with the environment on the other? Does children’s language 
background determine their English language proficiency after three years in 
an international kindergarten? Are there any child-rearing and teaching 
methods that facilitate language learning in early childhood?  

The research was carried out in a private international kindergarten in 
Budapest from 28 February to 22 June 2011. It involved nine six-year-old 
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participants who had been going to this kindergarten for three or four years. 
They were assigned to three groups of three: in the first children came from 
Hungarian-speaking families with no prior knowledge of English, in the 
second they came from different foreign countries speaking only the 
language of the particular country, and in the third they came from English-
Hungarian bilingual families.  

I used various methods to collect data: I gained data on the kindergarten 
and the teaching methods and beliefs of the teachers by interviews and 
observation. Detailed interviews with teachers and parents about each child, 
progress reports and two story-telling sessions with all the participants 
served as the basis for assessing their language skills. The stories were 
analysed according to a wide range of features: diversified aspects of the 
renowned complexity-accuracy-fluency triad, vocabulary, cohesion, 
coherence and goal-orientation of the narratives. Then the language 
measures were compared with their language background, their personality 
and social behaviour in the class, and conclusions were drawn. 

 
Literature review 

 

The world has always been amazed by how fast and perfectly children 
master their first language(s). A number of theories trying to explain this 
remarkable achievement have been suggested. Two of the most influential 
linguists in this field are the nativist Noam Chomsky (1968) and the 
constructivist Lev Vygotsky (1962). Combining the observations that are 
common in both theories helps to form a fairly unified theory on the subject 
of language acquisition. Both views agree that children possess some innate 
predisposition to language and that acquiring a language is the result of an 
active process whereby children continuously construct and reconstruct the 
structure of language. Furthermore, they agree that the brain is modular: 
language, for example, comprises of more separate and yet, interconnected 
modules. There is a social dimension as well; social interactions seem to be 
very important, too.  

Another interesting question concerning language mastery is the 
simultaneous versus sequential language acquisition dyad which concerns 
the age when a child starts acquiring a second language rather than two 
primary languages. The basis of this distinction is the idea that these 
processes are qualitatively different; therefore it is highly unlikely that 
native-level proficiency is attainable in a second language. There is no 
agreement on a definitive age that could mark the boundary between first 
and second language acquisition; different researchers have put this cut-off 
point at different ages – ranging from one month (De Houwer, 2005) to well 
into school years (Peccei, 2006) – depending mostly on what language 
domain they put the emphasis on. All in all, it seems that there are major 
differences between simultaneous and sequential language acquisition, and 
that the reasons appear to be related to environmental factors as well as to 
the differences between the access to our innate capacities in different ages. 

This leads us to the language acquisition versus language learning debate 
that deals with the nature of the process by which a second language is 
mastered. Nativists argue that mastering a second language requires 
qualitatively different processes at different ages: within the critical period 
one acquires the language, that is, discovers the inherent properties of 
language effortlessly and subconsciously, and after this critical period 
language learning takes places, which is seen as the conscious construction 
of language structures with the help of explicit tuition. Although it is 
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interesting to posit that there are two distinct processes for mastering a 
language, we do not know whether they are indeed different processes, as 
the related notions – learning, acquisition, conscious and subconscious – 
have not yet been defined precisely. The competition model of MacWhinney 
suggests that first and second language “acquisition processes are inherently 
similar” (Philp, Mackey, & Oliver, 2008:9), other factors making the 
difference, like sociological and psychological factors, experience, 
interlocutor characteristics and the amount of input. It is well established that 
these variables change considerably during life, and it seems reasonable to 
postulate that they do play a major role in the success of acquiring a second 
language.  

Last, but not least, the additive or subtractive nature of bilingualism has 
always intrigued researchers and laypeople alike. Bilingualism is subtractive 
when a person does not learn either one or any of the languages fully, and 
this hinders his or her education and cognitive growth. Additive bilingualism 
is when “a child derives maximum benefit from the bilingual experience for 
his cognitive development” (Hamers & Blanc, 1989:265). It raises the 
question if bilinguals can attain native-like competence in both languages. 
Usually bilinguals either have a dominant language that they use more often 
and know better (Genesee, 2008), or they use their two languages for 
different purposes, for example one at home and one at work. Balanced 
bilinguals are scarce, but they have been found to function in everyday life 
with no striking difference from monolinguals; only clinical experiments 
reveal subtle deficits and advantages. It is remarkable if one considers the 
fact that even in the best case they hear and produce only half the amount of 
either language. Cummins asserts that the “continued development of both 
languages […] is associated with subtle positive academic and linguistic 
outcomes” (Cummins, 2000:193). This brings us to the question: how can 
the acquisition of two languages be best promoted. 

 
The necessary conditions for maximising first and second 

language development in childhood 
 

Language development cannot be seen as unrelated to the social and cultural 
context where it takes place. Society forms everyone’s value system, which 
determines the value and the role of languages. In Hungary this is a 
straightforward issue: while Hungarian is the official language that most 
people speak, English is probably the most valued foreign language that 
every Hungarian person should be able to speak. Society also affects the 
socio-economic status (SES) of families, and thus, their chances to learn a 
foreign language (Loban, 1976; Neuman, 2006). Yet another impact that 
society has on life in kindergarten is its expectations formulated in the 
Hungarian Government directive for kindergarten education (Óvodai 
Nevelés Alapprogramja, 2009) in Hungary. The criteria for entering primary 
school are physical, emotional and social maturity.  

It is a well-established fact that the family has the most significant impact 
on the child (Erikson, 1950); the most trivial reason being that in the first 
three or four years it is almost only the family that the child meets. The 
family mediates the first and most fundamental information to the child 
about himself (I am going to refer to children as he for the sake of 
convenience) and the world, and the foundations of his personality, identity, 
attitude towards himself and the world are shaped during these years  
(N. Kollár & Szabó, 2004). Families can help with the experience of 
attachment and autonomy, as well as with promoting the child’s language 
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development. For the development of the last, responsiveness, more and 
more complex speech (of the second language as well, if possible), great 
vocabulary, and a positive attitude to learning a second language are 
necessary. 

If a kindergarten wants to help children in developing proficiency in a 
second language, it has to consider a number of factors: first of all, the 
expectations of the society, or the requirements of other countries. 
Furthermore, an extensive knowledge of the needs of children is needed in 
order to adjust the programme to them; teachers have to know about the 
cognitive development that shapes language development, how to best 
promote language development in the kindergarten, the course of language 
development, the personality factors that affect it, and in the end the 
necessity of the kindergarten’s collaboration with families. 

 
Research and methodology 

 

I adopted multiple case study as the design for my research. I chose case 
study, as my goal was to gain a deeper understanding of my chosen topic; 
since – according to Dörnyei (2007) – case study research “offers rich and 
in-depth insights that no other method can yield” (p. 155). I chose to 
investigate nine children, thus, it is a multiple case study. My reason for 
studying more children was to gain a deeper understanding of the complex 
and interrelated social and psychological factors that influence language 
learning: examining more children leads to more accurate generalisations to 
form a theoretical model. Purposive sampling was another tool to enhance 
validity: I tried to make my group as homogeneous as possible with respect 
to a number of characteristics (age, siblings and years spent in this 
kindergarten). 

These two strategies (generalisation to theoretical models and purposive 
sampling) “can offer (and have proved to be able to offer) as valid results as 
any other research methods” (Dörnyei, 2007:154). I also collected data 
related to their former kindergarten years, as it is necessary to examine 
where they started from in order to unveil how these children developed 
their current language skills. My data were of two types: qualitative and 
language data. I used quantitative and qualitative methods to collect and 
analyse my data. Due to the exploratory nature of the study, it was 
predominantly qualitative; quantitative data were gained to add more 
precision to the results. 

Before this study, I already spent time in the kindergarten I selected for 
the purpose of this study as part of my teaching practice. It took place in 
March, 2010, and I had to observe the children in class. Luckily, six children 
of those I investigated in the present study were part of that class. These 
notes gave me important insights in the changes of their social life. This time 
was also beneficial in building rapport with and getting to know the teachers 
and some of the children.  

This kindergarten was founded almost ten years ago and is situated in a 
picturesque, green area of Budapest. Every class has two teachers: a 
Hungarian and an English native speaker. Their work is aided by the school 
psychologist and a speech therapist. Early academic skills are taught in the 
kindergarten: reading, writing and mathematical skills on their level. The 
two teachers, K. and M. have very similar beliefs about their jobs in the 
kindergarten. Their personal belief is that no child is beyond help. K, the 
Hungarian teacher believes that speaking in front of public is an excellent 
way of not only learning the language, but also of getting rid of anxieties and 
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shyness and gaining more confidence. This is of primary importance, as they 
both think that the social and emotional well-being is essential. To aid 
language learning, K. speaks almost exclusively in English, giving them no 
other option. During the initial phase, the teachers do not correct children’s 
language, because that ruins their confidence and makes them anxious about 
speaking. Later on, when children speak a more advanced level of English, 
teachers speak a higher level of English and make more and more 
corrections, as many as the particular child can handle. Based on my 
observations, they excel at providing the highest quality and most 
entertaining education possible.  

In the “Hungarian” group there are children who have virtually no contact 
with English-speaking people outside the kindergarten. They are Leonóra, 
Márton and Zsuzsi (all names are pseudonyms). Leonóra and Márton are 
special in that it is their fourth year in this kindergarten. Leonóra has no 
sibling, and she lives with her mother only. The “English” group consists of 
children who have a mixed family background: all three children have a 
Hungarian mother and an English father, and Hungarian is the dominant 
language at home. The “Foreigner” group includes children from abroad 
who come from monolingual families, and left Hungary at the end of 2011. 
There is Weronika who is Swedish, Marysia who is Polish, and Karleen who 
is Czech. All the children are from high socio-economic background, which 
is reflected in the sheer fact that they go to this kindergarten. 

 
The Hungarian group 

 

Leonóra. The two most striking features of Leonóra are her perfectionism 
and love of language. Leonóra is said to be very bright, inquisitive, and 
talented in language learning (both of them).  She was extremely shy and 
reserved until her last half year there (February, 2011), which prevented her 
from fearlessly plunging in interactions with others. In the end, however, she 
became confident, assertive and popular.  

Márton’s English is one of the worst in the class. He started off shy. He is 
not very sociable and is not willing to use English if it is not required. His 
English has always been below practically everyone else’s.  

Zsuzsi does not enjoy speaking in English, and the level of her English is 
below most of the others’. She speaks a lot in Hungarian.   

One of the teachers reported that they Zsuzsi and Márton know that they 
cannot speak in English as well as they would like to and as the others, 
which make them feel inferior to the others and also to resort to speaking in 
Hungarian as often as they can, which further lessens their opportunities for 
practice (K. Tamás, personal communication, March 30, 2011). 

 
The English group 

 

Adelia. She could be best described as unmotivated. When she started 
kindergarten she had already had a good command of English that did not 
develop much thereafter. She is extremely outgoing and talkative and loves 
to be in control, She is not considered talented. She encounters little English 
outside school (despite her father being English).  

Ofelia. Ofelia does not care about languages. Both her English and her 
Hungarian are much below those of others’. She seems to care only about 
being in the centre: besides Adelia she is the most talkative, outgoing, 
confident and leader-type of person.  
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Salamon’s language skills are very advanced; he is the only balanced 
bilingual in the class. He has very sophisticated vocabulary; he is very 
accurate and fluent. He is considered talented and motivated. He is outgoing 
and extremely talkative. He has above average knowledge of the world, 
memory and focused attention. He hears and speaks approximately an equal 
amount of English and Hungarian outside the kindergarten. 

 
The foreigner group 

 

Karleen. She could be perhaps best described as having a strong desire to 
communicate. Teachers’ attentive listening, her love of stories and role plays 
helped her become a social butterfly in the third year. She is considered quite 
talented.  

Marysia spent most of her time as the reserved observer. Her mum 
reported that she has always envisaged herself in a Polish environment; thus, 
she was not motivated to learn English until her third year. In addition, she 
was very shy and lacked confidence; she did not speak much. This might 
also be due to the fact that she is perfectionist. She has always been fond of 
stories, however, listened to them very intently and has very good memory. 
She reads stories in English every day with her mother. This, along with her 
exceptional talent for reading (she can read for fifty minutes and follow the 
plot), writing and maths helped her a lot in becoming more confident, make 
a lot of friends, and enjoy role play.   

Weronika went to the kindergarten with a great deal of shyness and fear 
of public attention. This lasted for two years; during that time the teachers 
had a great influence on her. She always strived to impress them with her 
English and talked much, which gave rise to her development. In the third 
year, she became more confident. 

 
Data collection 

 

After my initial visit, I studied the literature to find the best ways of 
collecting data for my purposes, conducted a pilot study on 7 April and 
defined the sources of data. In order to enhance the validity of the study, I 
decided to collect the widest range of data possible. These sources include 
field notes, interviews, school documents, the related literature, and language 
samples: two narratives that the children told me. One of the stories was well 
known to them: Little Red Riding Hood (Giles, 1998); the other one is a 
widely used story for research purposes: the wordless picture book, Mayer’s 
Frog, where are you? (Mayer 1969), which they did not know. I chose 
narratives because they are comparable, and require unavoidable lexis. After 
obtaining permissions from the director of the kindergarten, the teachers and 
the parents, all the data collection procedures were accomplished in five 
days: 14, 15, 20-22 June. 

 
Data analysis 

 

The vast majority of the data is qualitative in nature; I analysed them mostly 
using qualitative methods. I used the grounded theory approach to analyse 
the data (Dörnyei, 2007) in order to gain a deeper understanding of the 
psychological and social factors that affect language learning.  

To have precise data on their language skills, I first broke up their 
performance into several categories to make the assessment of their 
linguistic skills as diverse, and thus, as precise as possible: grammatical 
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complexity, accuracy, fluency, vocabulary and narrative. Then I turned these 
measures into numerical data. 

Grammatical complexity was measured using the AS-unit which Foster, 
Tonkyn, and Wigglesworth (2000) developed. Foster and colleagues (2000) 
explain that speakers sometimes plan multi-clausal structures, which is 
important to be taken into account when assessing language proficiency, as 
the ability to plan multi-clause units is associated with higher proficiency. 
An AS-unit is “an independent clause, or sub-clausal unit, together with any 
subordinate clause(s) associated with either” (Foster et al., 2000:365). I 
decided to assess grammatical complexity by investigating the coordination 
and subordination measures by dividing the texts into AS-units and clauses 
and calculating the ratio of subordinate and coordinate clauses per all clauses 
multiplied by hundred, as according to Norris and Ortega (2009), the first 
step of making an utterance more complex is to link clauses by coordination, 
after that by subordination and the last step (which indicates a high level of 
proficiency) is an increased mean length of clauses. 

Fluency is measured in terms of speed fluency (number of words or 
syllables per minute) and repair fluency, indexed by reformulation, 
repetitions, false starts and replacements (Skehan, 2009). I measured speed 
fluency by dividing the number of words by the length of the texts measured 
in minutes. I measured repair fluency in three ways: I freed the texts first of 
all of fillers, then of false starts, too and then of repetitions, as well (that is, 
of all instances of repair fluency). Loban (1976) found that repair fluency 
was a good predictor of overall language skills. Then the ratio of the number 
of words per the number of minutes of the text was calculated for the three 
versions of the texts. 

Instead of TTR (type-token ratio) I used Malvern and Richards’ (1997) 
D-value, which is currently a widely accepted measure among researchers 
working with English language learners to assess the richness of the 
vocabulary of texts. This D-value is based on TTR, that is, type-token ratio, 
which is the number of different words (i.e. types) divided by the number of 
all the words in the text (i.e. tokens). TTR has, however, been shown to be 
unreliable with longer texts (Malvern & Richards, 1997). D-value is 
different in that the software uses random sampling of tokens to plot the 
curve of the TTR against the increasing token size of the text (Malvern & 
Richards, 1997). I used the software of Meara and Miralpeix (2007) called 
D_Tools. 

I measured accuracy in two ways: the less time-consuming version is 
measuring the percentage of error-free clauses (Skehan & Foster, 1997). In 
order to have a clearer picture of what is problematic for them at this age and 
to see how effective Skehan and Foster’s (1997) measure is, I looked at and 
categorised every error they made. Errors fell into three main categories: 
errors connected to verbs (tense and inflection problems) belong to the first 
category, the second category includes errors connected to pronouns and the 
third comprises of errors of every other kind. Due to children’s idiosyncratic 
use of language, however, the numerical results are to be interpreted with 
caution. 

I was also interested in how children can build up stories, as this reflects 
their ability to go beyond the minimal planning processes (AS-units) to 
create meaningful connections not only between words and phrases, but also 
between AS-units, which is seen as an essential element of well-formed 
utterances (Hickmann, 2004). This can be achieved by means of cohesion 
and coherence. Cohesion “refers to the ways that linguistic devices are used 
to connect different sentences within a narrative” (Nicolopoulou, 2008:300). 
It is measured by the subordination index and the personal pronoun ratio. A 
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high density of pronouns can be problematic when the reader does not know 
what the pronouns refer to. Coherence is a less specified concept which 
refers to the degree to which the content is integrated and interconnected 
(Nicolopoulou, 2008). Berman and Slobin (1994) pointed out that children 
go through a well-identified process in learning to tell narratives: after 
enumerating individual events they learn to organise them temporally, then 
causally and after it they integrate the actions into a thematically coherent 
plot line. To assess the goal-based nature (i.e. causality) of the frog stories, 
seven crucial events were identified in the story, where the actions seen in 
the pictures are related to the goal of the characters: finding the lost frog. 
Children received a point for alluding to this goal at each crucial event. In 
addition, I also assessed stories subjectively to obtain a picture of their 
general level of coherence and examined the coordinating and subordinating 
connectives they used.  In the Little Red Riding Hood story seven events 
were identified without which the story was incoherent. Connectives were 
investigated related to this story, as well.  

 
Results and discussion 

 

The main difference between the two tasks (retelling the two stories) was 
children’s familiarity with them. As life always “presents” everyone with 
tasks that are different with respect to the degree people have practiced them, 
it seems reasonable to take into account their scores both for the familiar 
(Little Red Riding Hood) story, and the frog story. 

 
Complexity 

 

This domain of language has always been viewed by the public as probably 
the most indicative of one’s language skills (together with pronunciation). It 
is important because children encounter public judgements most of the time; 
therefore, they had better have a sophisticated grammar when they leave 
kindergarten.  

Coordination measures were in case of these children not indicative of 
anything: on average about two-thirds of the clauses were coordinated 
ranging from one-third to all the clauses being coordinated in one case. 
These children have clearly moved beyond the level of only coordinating 
clauses (Norris & Ortega, 2009). 

The Little Red Riding Hood stories tended to be more complex than the 
frog stories. Thus, it is plausible that familiarity with the story enhances 
grammatical complexity. But what is complexity related to? It has been 
established that at a relatively lower level of English, teachers’ influence is 
greater; at a higher level peers affect language development more (Genesee 
& Nicoladis, 2006). It has also been proposed that interactions with peers 
might not yield as good learning opportunities as with teachers (Saunders & 
O’Brien, 2006). Therefore, I compared children’s complexity scores with the 
approximate amount of their communication with the teachers. Furthermore, 
a proximate ordering of children according to their language aptitude is 
presented (see Table 1). 
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Table 1. Subordination index: average Talk with teachers and Talent 
 

Group Child 

Percentage of 
subordinated 

clauses  
The amount children 
talk with teachers  

“English” 
group 

Salamon 24,6  Very 
much 

Leonóra  
Adelia 13,9  Salamon  
Ofelia 8  Marysia  

“Foreigner” 
group 

Marysia 26,2  Quite 
much 

Karleen  
Karleen 18,8  Weronika  
Weronika 17  They 

prefer 
peers 

Zsuzsi  
“Hun- 
garian” group 

Leonóra 19,3  Márton  
Zsuzsi 17,7  Adelia   
Márton 14,4  Ofelia  

 
How talented they are in learning languages 
Very talented Leonóra 

Marysia 
Salamon 

Talented Weronika 
Quite t. Karleen 
Not really talented Márton 

Ofelia 
Not talented Adelia 

Zsuzsi 
 

Surprisingly, the relative order related to the amount of interactions that 
children have with teachers is strikingly similar to their rank related to talent 
in language learning and the complexity scores, as well. Although the 
example of nine children certainly does not provide conclusive evidence, it 
reinforces the assumption that both talent and the amount of interaction with 
teachers are related to the complexity of their stories. 

 
Fluency 

 

Fluency was measured in two ways: speed fluency and repair fluency. As 
repair fluency is said be indicative of general language skills (Loban, 1976), 
it is worth examining it. The general difference between the repair and speed 
fluency was about fourteen words per minute in case of the frog story and 
about eleven words for the Little Red Riding Hood story, which means that 
they produced less fillers, false starts, repetitions, reformulations and 
replacements (that is, dysfluency markers) in case of the Little Red Riding 
Hood story. It supports Skehan and Foster’s (1997) finding according to 
which a known text structure enhances fluency (see Table 2). 
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Table 2. Measures of fluency 
 

Children 

Frog story  
Speed 

fluency 
Difference Repair 

fluency  
“English” group     
     Adelia 136,4 18,2 118,2  
     Ofelia 80,3 8,3 72  
     Salamon 83,4 10,8 72,6  
“Foreigner” group     
     Karleen 104,4 14,4 90  
     Marysia 102,5 23,9 78,6  
     Weronika 114,1 12,1 102  
“Hungarian” group     
     Leonóra 90,4 14,8 75,6  
     Márton 67 5,4 61,6  
     Zsuzsi 91,7 21,6 70,1  
 
Average difference 

  
14,4 

  

 
Little Red Riding Hood story 

Speed fluency Difference Repair fluency 
   

127,1 5,3 121,8 
60,4 2,5 58,2 
84,3 9,3 75 

   
108,5 14,3 94,2 
106,9 21,1 85,8 
110 8 102 

   
63,9 5,7 58,2 
57,7 1,9 55,8 
96,1 28,3 67,8 

  
10,7 

 

 
Looking at the patterns, there was a tendency for the members of the 

“Foreign” group to speak more speedily and with more dysfluency markers 
than the others. Dysfluency, however, was not a good predictor of overall 
language proficiency: while Marysia, who is amongst the middle to high-
achieving children in the class, produced a very high number of them, 
Márton, who is reported to have amongst the worst overall language skills, 
produced a surprisingly low number of these dysfluency markers. Thus, it 
seems not to be related to the talent of these children – which, in their case, 
reflects their language proficiency, according to their teachers (K. Tamás 
and M. Holding, personal communication, March 27, 2011), and thus, to the 
relative amount they speak with the teachers according to Table 1. 

Another interesting finding was that Ofelia and Leonóra (who were the 
least motivated to tell the Little Red Riding Hood story, but motivated to tell 
the frog story) produced much fewer fillers, false starts and repetitions in the 
frog story than in the Little Red Riding Hood story. Although generalising a 
finding based on two examples is more than bold, both children were 
careless about telling the story, which must have affected their measures in 
some ways; it might have eliminated most of these characteristics. 
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Accuracy 
 

Accuracy was measured in two ways: the standard percentage of error-free 
clauses per all clauses, and a count of all the words that are erroneous 
according to three categories: errors related to verbs, pronouns and other 
grammatical and lexical mistakes. These two measurements yielded very 
similar results (see Table 3). 
 

Table 3. Accuracy measures 
 

Groups 
Percentage of 
errorfree clauses  

Total percentage of 
not erroneous 

words 

Errors 
related 

to 
verbs 

Errors 
related to 
pronouns 

Percent
age of 
other 
errors 

“English” 
group 

Salamon 71,3  Salamon 93,2 1,8 2 3 
Ofelia 61,5  Ofelia 86,8 4,3 0,7 8,2 
Adelia 40,4  Adelia 77,8 14,8 3,5 3,9 

“Foreigner” 
group 

Weronika 67,6  Weronika 90,7 5,7 0,3 3,3 
Karleen 63,3  Karleen 89,9 6,3 0 3,8 
Marysia 42,8  Marysia 82,9 13,3 0,3 3,5 

“Hun-
garian” 
group 

Márton 53  Márton 88,3 5,7 2,5 3,5 
Leonóra 47,7  Zsuzsi 84,4 6,5 4,4 4,7 
Zsuzsi 42,6  Leonóra 83,9 14,2 1,1 0,8 

 
Looking at the breakdown of errors, language background, once again, 

seems to play no part in determining their level of accuracy. It is also 
interesting to see how big the difference is between the best and the worst 
performing children: Salamon, the 8,7% of whose verbs were used in a 
wrong way and Adelia, with 53,1% of her verbs being incorrect. 

It seems that verbs constitute the most problematic part of language for 
children, which is supported by Cremer, Dingshoff, de Beer, and Schoonen 
(2011). K, the Hungarian teacher reported that she observed the same 
phenomenon with native English-speaking children when she worked in 
England: their use of verbs (assigning them to the appropriate tenses and 
giving them the proper form) did not reach the level of correctness until the 
age of about six (K. Tamás, personal communication, March 22, 2011).  

It is also interesting to have a look at the kind of errors they made related 
to verbs. Most of them were in connection with past tenses, as the stories 
were told in the past. The most frequent mistake was the use of the following 
construction: did plus the present form of the verb (98 times altogether). 
Many times they forgot to put the verbs into the past tense; they were in the 
present. This is a common mistake; it happened 76 times altogether as 
compared to the 491 times when they used some past tense form to express 
past. It means that on average 13% of their verbs that should have been in a 
past tense was in other tenses.  

It is very difficult to find an answer to the question: what the cause of 
these differences related to verbs is. It is clearly not related to the input, the 
language background, the social positions (considering the difference 
between the two leaders: Adelia and Ofelia), the amount of communication 
between them and the teachers (considering Leonóra, Salamon and Marysia 
who are the ones speaking the most with the teachers). It is not even 
connected to motivation considering Karleen – who produced relatively few 
verb-related errors – and Marysia – whose number of errors related to verbs 
is especially high – who are reported to be most affected by the quality of 
their own language. 
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What is more, this is only one facet of the use of tenses: there are notable 
differences in the number of other tenses they use: Adelia and Marysia, who 
are not good at using past tenses, used a wide variety of tenses: simple 
future, present and past continuous. Salamon (who excels at every other 
domain investigated, too) also uses these three tenses; once – although not 
appropriately but in its correct form – he even used present perfect. There 
seems to be no systematic difference between the groups related to this issue, 
either. The measures of the pronoun errors yielded an unexpected but a very 
consistent finding: the three foreigners had virtually no mistake, whereas all 
the others, whose other language is Hungarian, made many. A closer look at 
the data reveals that it is the he and she pronouns that children have 
problems with. The results show a clear-cut pattern: all the foreigners’ first 
language contains this he-she distinction, whereas Hungarian does not. It 
seems then that the cross-linguistic transfer of this element of language 
facilitates its mastery.  

Other grammatical and lexical errors were scarce; these scores were in 
almost all cases lower than the errors connected to verbs. Most of them were 
prepositional errors (36 all in all) and article errors (11 altogether), and there 
were some cases when the subject (5 times), the object (5 times) or the 
predicate (twice) was missing. Lexical mistakes were not prevalent; in a few 
cases they did not find or did not use the most appropriate word.  

Whether speaking accurately depends on their choice or it is part of their 
learning process, is not clear, but the fact that different children have better 
and worse results related to different domains seems to suggest that they 
might personally prefer to attend to and work on different domains of 
language. Furthermore, it is also interesting that this study does not seem to 
support the proposition of Skehan and Foster (1997) according to which 
narratives hinder accuracy in case of non-native speakers, as Adelia speaks 
the least accurately, even though she comes from an English-Hungarian 
background. All in all, it seems to be a matter of personal preference 
possibly related to feedback. 

 
Vocabulary assessment 

 

The diversity of their vocabulary was measured with D_Tools (Malvern & 
Richards, 1997). As the volume of children’s vocabulary is primarily 
associated with the caregivers’ use of language – more complex and longer 
utterances with richer vocabulary on the caregivers’ behalf result in a larger 
lexicon on the child’s behalf (Neuman, 2006) –, the “English” group is 
expected to perform better. My results confirm this finding (see Table 5): the 
“English” group outperformed the “Foreigner” group, and the “Foreigner” 
group (with the exception of Weronika) outperformed the Hungarian group. 
In this case kindergarten teachers can be viewed functionally as caregivers. 
 

Table 5. Vocabulary diversity 
 

Group Children D-value 
“English” 

group 
Salamon 39,8 
Ofelia 39,3 
Adelia  37,5 

“Foreigner” 
group 

Karleen  36,9 
Marysia  35,5 
Weronika 26,5 

“Hungarian” 
group 

Zsuzsi  28,8 
Márton 25,6 
Leonóra  22,2 
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Coherence and cohesion in narratives 

 

Starting with the personal pronoun ratio, I examined how many personal 
pronouns they used as compared to proper names, as too many personal 
pronouns may make it more difficult for the listener to follow the story. Both 
numerical measurement and subjective evaluation were done for both 
stories, as numbers only do not necessarily reflect how easy it is to follow 
who does what in the story; one also has to read them in order to be able to 
judge how clearly the child alludes to the characters. The results of the 
numerical measurements did not always reflect the perceived ease with 
which one could identify who the child is talking about. Whereas there were 
absolutely no problems with understanding Leonóra’s referents, she ranked 
pretty low; Ofelia’s referents, on the other hand, were often unclear or even 
missing, and yet, she ranked quite high.  

There seem to be no group-related differences in this case. It is very 
interesting that Márton and Zsuzsi (probably the two least proficient English 
speakers) obtained the best results. Clarifying the referent requires extra 
effort on behalf of the speaker, as he knows who he is talking about; it is the 
listener who does not. Whether someone pays attention to making the 
referents clear or not, depends on whether he was warned about it and 
whether he was receptive about this warning, in my opinion; it does not 
necessarily reflect overall language skills. 

A way that is traditionally seen to help in the establishment of cohesion 
and coherence is the use of subordinating connectives. In case of children, 
however, the use of connectives is unique. Slobin et al. (1994) claimed that 
old forms express new functions first. It means that when a child starts to 
organise his stories causally, he first expresses the causal connection by 
means he already used (such as and then and word order). In due course, 
new functions will call for the use of new forms; this is when they start to 
use because and so properly. These children used a lot of and thens, and less 
sos and becauses. A clear picture emerges: the use of connectives is the 
manifestation of their underlying cognitive ability to express the causal 
structure of stories explicitly. This is, however, not to say that connectives 
determine the cohesion of the stories: in the next section it will be shown 
that although connectives enhance it, cohesion is attainable without them, as 
well. 

 
Cohesion in “Frog, where are you?” 

 

Cohesion was measured in two separate ways: first, stories were ranked 
according to how goal-based they are, and I also assessed them subjectively 
according to how cohesive they are in general, as Nicolopoulou (2008) 
proposed that the goal-basedness of stories may not be the only means that 
makes them cohesive.  

The degree to which the stories are goal-based was measured in the 
following way: seven crucial events were identified in the story where the 
actions seen in the pictures are related to the goal of the characters: finding 
the lost frog. Children got a point for alluding to this goal at each crucial 
event. This showed the extent to which they were aware of the fact that this 
story is about encountering and solving a problem with the help of a series of 
events. What was found was that goal-basedness is not the ultimate way of 
measuring cohesion; it is only one element of it.  
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The relationship between cohesion and connectives in the frog story 
 

Looking at the relationship between connectives and cohesion, it seems that 
building a cohesive story is possible without the extensive use of connectives 
that help establishing causal linkage (like because and so). Salamon barely 
used a few connectives, and yet, his story attained the highest score. The use 
of connectives is somewhat related to how goal-based their stories are: 
Ofelia (whose scores have to be interpreted bearing in mind the fact that her 
story was far the longest) and Marysia – who ranked first and second – used 
a large number of connectives, but still, Salamon is ranked fourth with only 
three connectives. 

 
Cohesion in Little Red Riding Hood 

 

Cohesion in the Little Red Riding Hood story was measured in two ways, 
too: a more objective, numerical and a subjective way. Instead of measuring 
the goal-based nature of the stories, seven crucial events were identified in 
this story (similarly to the frog story) without which the story would be 
incoherent and sometimes, because of the causal structure, even 
uninterpretable. It is interesting that neither child integrated all the events 
(see Table 6).  

Subjective ranking in this case was much more related to this numerical 
measurement than was the subjective measurement of the frog story to its 
objective measurement. In case of this story there were many children who 
mentioned the same number of events, whose performance could further be 
ranked more subjectively according to cohesion. The most cohesive story 
was Marysia’s, who had already had extensive practice in telling this story. 
Her superiority seems to be unquestionably due to practice. Ofelia’s poor 
performance is due to her indefatigable resilience to tell the story; thus, her 
results are not indicative of her real abilities. 
 

Table 6. Cohesion in Little Red Riding Hood 
 

Group 
Children 

Crucial 
points  
mentioned 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Their more  
subjective 
rank 

“English” 
group 

Salamon 6     -   2 
Adelia  6     -   3 
Ofelia  3 -  -  - -  6 

“Foreigner” 
group 

Marysia  6       - 1 
Karleen  6   -     3 
Weronika  6   -     3 

“Hungarian” 
group 

Zsuzsi  6   -     3 
Leonóra 4 - -   -   4 
Márton  4  - -  -   5 

Note. The numbers in the heading refer to the crucial points that were identified. Minus signs 
indicate that those points were not included. 
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Comparing the cohesion of the two stories 
 

Children attained largely the same ranks in case of both stories (bearing in 
mind that Ofelia’s Little Red Riding Hood retelling is not considered 
indicative of her real abilities). Salamon and Marysia are in the leading 
positions, after them Karleen, Ofelia, Adelia, Weronika and Zsuzsi come 
with similar performances; Leonóra is the seventh and Márton is the last. 
Taking a look at group-related differences, the “Hungarian” group generally 
underperformed the others, which is strange, as cohesion is asserted to be 
related to cognitive maturity (Berman & Slobin, 1994). Leonóra, who is 
reported to have exceptional cognitive abilities, told one of the least cohesive 
stories, but at the same time one of the most goal-based stories in case of the 
frog story. 

Attaining high scores on cohesion might depend on children’s interest 
and practice in listening to and telling stories; the impact of practice is very 
visible in Marysia’s case. Salamon, Marysia, Karleen, Ofelia, Adelia and 
Leonóra are all said to love stories. The exception is Leonóra, who did not 
manage to tell as coherent stories as the others. Her poor performance related 
to general cohesion might be due to her limited fascination with role plays. 
As role plays are reported to influence language skills highly (Vygotsky, 
1962), and as role play is about acting out, managing and telling stories, it is 
not surprising that Salamon, Marysia, Karleen, Ofelia Adelia and Weronika 
– who attained the highest cohesion-scores – are reported to love this type of 
activity. 

 
Conclusions 

 

My original presupposition according to which children’s language 
background determines their language skills even after receiving the same 
education for three years in kindergarten, failed. No general language 
proficiency differences were found related to their language background. 
The results of this study seem to support Vygotsky’s views on the 
organisation of language in the brain as modular: the different constructs I 
investigated were not equally developed in the case of these children. What 
is more, these different constructs appeared to be influenced by very 
different environmental and psychological factors.  

Complexity seems to be related not to the groups, but to the talent of the 
children and the amount of conversations they have with the teachers. 
Fluency and dysfluency seemed not to be related to any factors I was 
exploring. Accuracy had to be divided into more domains, as it did not 
constitute a homogeneous construct regarding children’s performance. Only 
the “Foreigner” group did not seem to have problems with the use of he and 
she; they outperformed even the “English” group. Another domain of 
accuracy encloses the verbs. Verbs seemed to be the most problematic part 
of language for children; here, again, no group-related differences were 
found. Cohesion seems to be related to being highly interested in stories and 
practice in telling them, as well as to role playing. Vocabulary scores were 
indicative of the frequency with which children listen to and speak English, 
i.e. it is a group-related construct.   

In conclusion, practice in both comprehension and production seems to 
be a determining factor besides talent. It also appears reasonable to posit that 
as the members of the “Hungarian” group encounter and produce English 
less, it is more difficult for them to develop as fast as the others. Leonóra is 
an exception, but she is said to be very talented. From the same conclusion, 
it also follows that in case of the foreigner children who heard and produced 
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approximately the same amount of English in kindergarten this had a 
homogenising effect; their results were much closer to each other than those 
of the two other groups.  

The methodological implications drawn from the study are the following: 
teachers can successfully encourage children to talk more and with more 
children by listening to them as often as possible, speaking with them much 
and developing their cognitive abilities using the methods Vygotsky (1962) 
described. 

 
Limitations of the study and directions for further 

investigations 
 

Besides the fact that findings from case studies are not generalisable, there 
are a number of limitations that warrant caution in the interpretation of the 
findings. Some children were not asked to tell the stories on different days as 
I had previously planned it. Furthermore, the frog story was told by me in as 
many versions as the number of children, which seemed to affect their 
retelling, except for Marysia’s, as I did not tell her the frog story; she started 
to tell it by herself.  

Case studies like this would benefit from using more diverse methods to 
elicit language samples. Besides narratives, more communicative tasks 
would reveal more about children’s language skills. Moreover, gaining more 
precise data on their language aptitude, amount of conversations with the 
teachers and other English-speaking children, and the amount and level of 
their role plays would help in attaining more precise results.  

This study could have yielded more accurate results had it been 
longitudinal. Further research revealing more about the personal and 
environmental characteristics would help answer the question what hinders 
and what promotes language learning; longitudinal studies should be more 
revealing in this case. 
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