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Research in second language acquisition has paid little attention to preliterate children
learning a language which is absent from their environment outside the language class.
This study examines the acquisition of English words by 24 French-speaking children
aged 35–59 months, who were introduced to 57 words, embedded in stories and songs.
Four stories and four songs were randomly spread across four consecutive weekly
workshops consisting of play-based pedagogical activities. The impact of the input
source, number of encounters with each lexical item, animacy as a feature of the
lexical items, and first language (L1) lexicon size was examined. Recall of target
words was assessed through the selection between four images after hearing the word,
and L1 lexicon was assessed through the Peabody test. Results show significantly
higher recall for animate concepts, while no difference in recall was found in relation
to input source (words in songs vs. stories) or L1 lexicon size. Results also stress the
need for a possibly higher number of encounters than that normally found for adults in
order to achieve significant recall.
Keywords: preliteracy; vocabulary acquisition; child SLA; animacy; ESL

Introduction
Recent years have seen an increase of interest in teaching English as a second language
(L2) to children at a very young age on the part of both parents and educators in many
countries (Llinares García 2007; Nikolov 2009; Rokita-Jaskow 2012). While many
preschools and childcare facilities offer introductory activities to an L2, relatively little is
known about the acquisition of L2 vocabulary by children under the age of six, living in
first language (L1) environments and learning, in an educational setting such as a nursery
or a preschool, a language that is absent from the social environment.
A cursory glance at second language acquisition (SLA) literature may give the
impression that vocabulary acquisition in young learners is well-researched. However, a
closer inspection reveals that, of some 2200 papers on SLA published over 25 years, less
than 1% involve children who do not know yet how to read and write (Pichette 2012).
Among these scarce studies, only a handful measure vocabulary acquisition from
tasks. Thus, preliterate children acquiring an L2 in educational settings appear to be an
understudied population in the field of SLA. This paucity of studies cannot be
compensated for by using data from other learners, for reasons outlined below.
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First, conclusions and recommendations from studies with older bilingual children
may not always be applicable to preliterate children. Any search for empirical data
concerning vocabulary acquisition in preliterate children is hampered by the widespread
use of the umbrella term ‘young learner,’ which is applied to children of practically any
age until the beginning of adolescence. It is widely recognized that SLA in young
children develops differently from older children and adults (see Demagny and PaprockaPiotrowska 2004; Paradis 2004; Pearson 2000) both quantitatively and qualitatively, due
to factors related to cognitive development. Schoolchildren, like adults, are impacted by
already knowing how to read and write before the first contact with the L2. Literacy, in
turn, feeds into the metalinguistic competence of the learners. Nicholas and Lightbown
admit that researchers should be ‘cautious about assuming that data from learners over
age seven is “child-like” in the same way as data from younger learners,’ because the
development of literacy brings on a ‘pivotal change in the potential for language
acquisition as well as in the strategies that learners use in approaching a new language’
(Nicholas and Lightbown 2008, 39).
Second, even though studies on first-language development may be of relevance to
child SLA, they do not provide complete information on how an L2 will be acquired.
Researchers argue that child SLA is fundamentally different from L1 acquisition (Sarkar
2001; Unsworth 2009). There are important differences not only in the sheer amount of
exposure to language and the characteristics of the input, but also there is no doubt that
the dynamics of language acquisition is bound to be different when there is another
language system already functioning (even if still not fully developed).
Third, our target population differs from simultaneous bilinguals, who receive dual
language input from birth, and who are the best-researched group so far (there is a
number of studies investigating the acquisition of vocabulary by young bilingual
children, see e.g. Bialystok et al. 2010; De Houwer 2009a, 2009b; Thordardottir 2011).
It is true that bilingual development is rarely entirely symmetrical and usually features
various patterns of language dominance which change over time (Aronin and Singleton
2012). The weaker of a bilingual’s two languages may resemble an L2 in some aspects;
nevertheless, even the weaker language is present in the bilingual’s environment from
birth, which makes it radically different from an L2 learnt at kindergarten or preschool,
when the command of the L1 is already quite developed.
Fourth, the learners who are of interest to us differ from those toddlers and
preschoolers who are also learning the L2 in an instructional setting, but in immigrant/
minority contexts. Though the latter are also sequential bilinguals, and speak the L1 at
home, an important difference is that they have contact with English outside the place
where it is taught. In fact, most research on child SLA (e.g. Schwartz, Moin, and Leikin
2012; Winsler, Diaz, Espinosa, and Rodriguez 1999) is conducted in social settings where
the target language is dominant in the environment. Typical studies involve immigrant
children learning English in the USA. With no means of assessing the exact amount (i.e.
the precise number of encounters) and nature of input, such studies are thus unable to
reliably correlate recall scores with input characteristics. Another consideration is that
minority children are sometimes of a low-socioeconomic status, which is known to
influence learning performance (Hoff-Ginsberg 1998; Letts et al. 2013; Sirin 2005).
Having established that preliterate children learning an L2 in an instructional setting
outside target language-speaking countries are indeed an understudied population in SLA
research, we will now look at SLA literature to see what factors are likely to have an
impact on the acquisition of vocabulary by such children.
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Literature review
Whether or not a particular lexical item present in the learner’s input will be learnt
depends on a vast number of interrelated factors which are by no means easy to tease
apart. The factors may be related to the lexical item itself (see Laufer 1997; cf. the notion
of ‘learning burden’ in Nation 2001), the context in which it appears in the input, the way
in which the learner processes the input, as well as by certain learner characteristics. Also,
retention is likely to depend on the number of occurrences of the given item in the input
directed at the learner. We examined some of the most influential variables, as suggested
by research on other populations, which have received very little attention as far as
preliterate learners are concerned.
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Input source
It is widely recognized that preschool children should be taught an L2 by means of
engaging, fun activities which are suited to their short attention spans and their lack of
metacognition (Muñoz 2007). A well-established procedure is that of using storybooks,
songs, and games in language classes with this age group. Storybooks have been investigated as a vocabulary teaching tool, with studies typically reporting a 20–30% retention
rate for words taught (Biemiller and Boote 2006). It has been shown that adding
explanations to stories tends to improve the retention rate by another 10% (Biemiller and
Boote 2006; Collins 2006; Otterby 2009), and the relative impact of various types of
explanations has also been investigated (Park 2006). Multisensory modes of presentation
have been suggested as highly efficient for enhancing vocabulary acquisition among
children (Ellis et al. 1999; Rojas 1997; Silverman 2005, Verhallen and Bus 2010;
Verhallen, Bus, and de Jong 2006). From a theoretical perspective, the use of multisensory
modes of presentation finds support in the Additivity Hypothesis in Paivio’s (1986) Dual
Coding theory, according to which items encountered in more than one sensory modality
will leave a deeper memory trace, thus increasing its chances for acquisition. This
hypothesis underscores the importance of stimulating children’s multiple senses through
the combined use of auditory and visual stimuli.
Studies have also shown benefits of including songs and, more generally, music in L2
teaching (Balcom and Sallis 2004; Coyle and Gracia 2014; Medina 1993, 2003; Paquette
and Rieg 2008). The use of songs as a useful teaching resource is widespread and wellestablished (see e.g. Forster 2006; Murphey 1992), but this results mostly from
pedagogical practice and classroom observations, rather than from any quantitative data
analysis and theoretical underpinnings. Songs are widely recognized as helpful because
the melody, the presence of rhyme, and the frequent repetition of items seem to facilitate
the memorization of new elements of language. In the case of young learners, additional
benefits from using songs in the classroom are that they raise motivation, as they are
often accompanied by actions and gestures, and engage the learners emotionally. In an
experimental study on adult learners, the learners who were taught through music and
songs made greater progress than those whose classes did not involve music at all (Li and
Brand 2009). Schön et al. (2008) found that music appears to help adult learners to
develop word segmentation skills at the beginning stages of learning a new language.
Lexical categories and animacy
When investigating lexical acquisition in children, one should bear in mind the fact
that in L1 contexts, children acquire nouns earlier and faster than verbs and adjectives
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(see e.g. Sandhofer and Smith 2007 for an overview). This ‘noun advantage,’ as it is
called, is usually explained in terms of the child’s cognitive development: nouns as a
category have greater perceptual and conceptual coherence; moreover, they refer to whole
entities, as opposed to adjectives, which, in referring only to selected properties of
entities, may be less perceptually salient (Sandhofer and Smith 2007; Smith, Gasser, and
Sandhofer 1997).
Within the category of nouns, in the case of young children, another factor that may
be of relevance is animacy. There seem to be no SLA studies investigating animacy as a
feature which may affect the retention and retrieval of nouns, but from a vast body of
research on human cognition, animacy emerges as central to the categorization and
acquisition of concepts. Developmentally, human beings begin to distinguish between
animate and inanimate entities from a very young age (Opfer and Gelman 2011; Piaget
1923, 1937). Research shows that infants begin to associate some animate properties with
people by the age of six months (Rakison and Poulin-Dubois 2001), to discriminate
animate from inanimate objects on the basis of motion cues by nine months (PoulinDubois, Lepage, and Ferland 1996), and that an understanding of the broad category of
animates and inanimates develops during the second year of life (Rakison and PoulinDubois 2001), with important consequences for word learning (Childers and Echols
2004). There is strong support from psycholinguistics and brain research for the claim
that animacy plays a crucial role in linguistic behavior. Animate and inanimate conceptual
categories appear to be subserved by distinct neural mechanisms (Caramazza and Shelton
1998); neuroimaging suggests that there may be distinct neural systems involved in
agency and animacy detection (Gobbini et al. 2011), and that semantic features of living
and nonliving objects are represented in distinct brain areas (Leube et al. 2001).

Concreteness
A variable related to animacy that may affect the acquisition of lexical items in young
children is word concreteness. Words whose meaning can be inferred cognitively, with
minimal linguistic experience, i.e., words which, in Gentner’s terms, follow the cognitiveperceptual dominance (Gentner and Boroditsky 2001), are acquired first because their
referents are easy for a child to conceptualize. In adults, concrete words are easier to
process (see McFalls, Schwanenflugel, and Stahl 1996 and Schwanenflugel 1991 for an
overview) and have been shown to yield higher scores than abstract ones as far as recall is
concerned (see Pichette, de Serres, and Lafontaine 2012). The processing advantage for
concrete words has been explained in terms of easier access to imagery (Paivio 1968,
1986; Paivio, Yuille, and Madigan 1968) or to the relative ease of retrieval of associated
information from prior knowledge for such words (the Context Availability Hypothesis,
Schwanenflugel 1991). Unfortunately, demonstrating this in the case of preliterate
learners presents a challenge. Even in the case of adults, concreteness proves challenging
in terms of the operationalization of the construct, raising the issue of whether it is an
intrinsic feature of lexical items, or varies across individuals. For preliterate learners, an
additional major difficulty is that concreteness and imagery measurement requires
metacognition, absent in very young children, with whom the only possibility of reliably
assessing recall is through visual images, which cannot depict abstract items (e.g. again,
tomorrow) adequately.
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Lexicon
Another potential factor which may affect the learning of new words in L2 is the size of
the learner’s L1 mental lexicon, in light of Cummins’ (1980) interdependence hypothesis.
It is well established that there is a strong, positive relationship between existing
L1 vocabulary knowledge and facility in learning new L1 words by young (under six)
monolingual children (see Kan and Kohnert 2012 for an overview of research findings).
This relationship is, interestingly, more robust in younger monolingual children than in
older ones. The association between existing vocabulary and novel word learning is
explained by the fact that children with broader vocabulary may show greater efficiency
in processing phonological representations, which frees up some resources for the
processing of semantic properties of new words (Gathercole 2006; Gupta and Tisdale
2009). Another possibility is that children who have a larger lexicon have already
developed a more sophisticated system of semantic organization (as strategies for
categorizing words change gradually), which enables them to incorporate new words into
the existing structure more efficiently (Borovsky and Elman 2006; Peña, Bedore, and
Zlatic-Giunta 2002). It stands to reason that, by analogy, such skills and existing
vocabulary in one language could facilitate the acquisition of vocabulary in another.
Indeed, the data from Kan and Kohnert’s (2012) study with three- to five-year-old
sequential bilinguals in Hmong and English show a positive cross-language association
between existing vocabulary in L1 and novel word learning in L2.

Method
Goal and research questions
This study reports on an investigation into vocabulary acquisition in English as an L2 in
preschool children, aiming to fill a gap in the current state of knowledge about
vocabulary acquisition of a language that is absent from the learners’ environment. Based
on our review of the literature, we conducted a study whose goal is to investigate the
impact of the following variables on the recall of English words by monolingual
preliterate children: input source: stories vs. songs, number of encounters with the lexical
items, animacy, and L1 lexicon.
Our research questions are as follows:
Question 1: Are words presented in songs better recalled than those presented in stories?
Question 2: Do combined input sources (stories and songs) yield better recall than a single
source of input?
Question 3: Are words for animate concepts better recalled than those for inanimate
concepts?
Question 4: Do children who are above average in L1 lexicon tend to be better at learning L2
words?

In light of our review of the literature, we expect a positive answer to all the four research
questions.

6

J. Leśniewska and F. Pichette

Participants
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The participants were 24 children (14 boys and 10 girls) between three and five years of
age. The exact age range was 35–59 months, with a mean of 48.4. These children were
taking part in English language classes in the day care they were attending in Quebec,
Canada. Background information on the participants was established by means of a
questionnaire, in which the parents were asked what words the child already knew in
English, if the child knew any other language, and what kind of prior contact with
English was experienced, if any. Importantly, the questionnaire was also used to assess
possible exposure to English outside the day care although it was deemed rather unlikely.
The parents were also asked to sign a consent form allowing their child to participate in
the study. Only those children were included in the study whose first and only language
was French and who had had either very minimal or no exposure to English outside the
day care.
Procedure
All the sessions were conducted by a research assistant to this project. The procedure
involved four weekly group meetings consisting of one storytelling and one song,
separated by a short activity or game. Between four and eight children participated in
each workshop. Both storybooks and songs are very common language-learning activities
for children of that age, the efficacy of which has found wide support over the years. Both
stories and songs were preceded and accompanied by explanations in French. Given that
they spoke no English at the onset, some use of the L1 was deemed necessary. However,
most information in French was very brief and simply consisted of providing the French
word for concepts that were less transparent (e.g. daddy), when the assistant noticed that a
target word was apparently not being understood despite gestures. The use of children’s
L1 in activities aimed at L2-learning is deemed efficient (Altarriba and Knickerbocker
2011; Tonzar et al. 2009) and appears crucial for absolute beginners (Kersten et al. 2010),
like the children targeted by this project. Comprehension was also facilitated by semantic
clues such as gestures, small objects, and images, which is in keeping with the
recommendations for conducting such activities in day care centers (Lalonde-Graton
2003; MSA 2007; Post and Hahmann 2000). Images or visual aids were used consistently
for all the vocabulary items under investigation, to ensure that any possible gains from
dual coding would apply equally to all the items. Group tasks have also been suggested as
more effective than individual tasks for young children (Ellis and Heimbach 1997) and
are the ones typically used in day care centers due to toddlers’ lack of autonomy and the
child–educator ratio.
All the workshops were conducted by the same person. That assistant had extensive
experience with teaching young children and received additional training on how to tell
stories for the purpose of this study. She was given recordings of sample sessions to
watch before she started. The four consecutive weekly meetings were video recorded, and
the number of encounters with each lexical item was counted for each child using the
recordings. The figure used in the presentation of the results is the total number of
encounters each child had with each target word for all activities combined. It proved to
be a time-consuming procedure (it necessitated careful watching of the recordings to keep
track of the whereabouts of all the participants during the class, as it was possible for a
child to go away for a couple of minutes and miss an occurrence of a particular lexical
item). A sample of data compilation is provided in the Appendix to provide examples of
when and how the items were encountered.
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The words present in the input occurred in three different conditions: some in songs
only, some in stories only, and some in both stories and songs. For words that were
presented in both conditions, the two input sources tended not to occur during the same
workshop; however, there were some minor exceptions to this rule, as for example when
a song from a previous workshop was sung again during the next workshop at a special
request from the children.

Instruments
Starting with a large selection of age-appropriate entertaining books and songs, we
narrowed them down to four book–song pairs that showed some overlap in the target
vocabulary, based on their theme. The following stories and songs were selected:
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Songs: Go away big green monster, Five monkeys jumping on the bed, Head shoulders knees
and toes, The wheels on the bus.
Stories: The monster under my bed, Curious George goes to the hospital, The little engine
that could, Mouse paint

Next, we identified suitable vocabulary items which occurred in one of the three
conditions: in songs only, in stories only, and in both conditions (the vocabulary that
overlapped). Initially, 57 lexical items were identified in the input, of which some were
discarded at two different stages. Designing the recall task leads to the elimination of 13
items: 6 because they were not easy to represent visually and unequivocally (help, look,
wait, under, faster, quiet), 2 others because they were phrases which were taught as
chunks (don’t move, what’s your name?), and 5 more because they were numbers from 1
to 5, and there was the possibility that some of the younger children may provide
incorrect answers due to improper calculations. This elimination process left 44 lexical
items suitable for the assessment of recall, of which 7 were eliminated during the analyses
because they were French–English cognates: baby, blue, bus, mommy, monster, orange,
train. There were two other borrowings from French among the target words (cat, purple),
but that fact was in no way obvious or recognizable in the oral form. These 37 remaining
items consisted of nouns (24), adjectives (12), and verb (1). The inclusion of lexical
categories other than nouns was meant to allow us to see if the superiority for nouns still
holds in L2 acquisition for children whose cognitive development is more advanced than
that at the age at which the first hundreds of nouns and adjectives are learned in L1. Of
those target items, 15 were encountered through both modalities, while 11 were
encountered only in stories and 11 others only in songs. Table 1 shows the details of
the target items.
The recall of vocabulary items was tested by using the age-appropriate standard
method of selecting one of four images on a flashcard after hearing a target word (e.g.
Dunn and Dunn 2007). The participants were asked to point to the correct picture in
response to an oral prompt. Figure 1 presents a sample flashcard for the lexical item
ghost. Such flashcards were not taken from any existing test but were created for the
purpose of testing L2 recall, using the same technique on which Peabody tests are based.
Recall was tested seven days after the last workshop.
Information about the participants’ L1 lexical knowledge was obtained by means of
the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test in the French version (Dunn, Thériault-Whalen, and
Dunn 1993). The only modification introduced was the substitution of two lexical items

8

J. Leśniewska and F. Pichette

Table 1. Target items.
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Items
bed
big
black
box
bump
cat
children
daddy
dog
door
ears
eyes
ghost
green
happy
head
jump
knee
little
monkey
mouse
mouth
night
nose
open
people
purple
red
shoulder
shut
tired
toe
wheel
white
wipers
witch
yellow

Category

Animacy

Read

Sung

noun
adj
adj
noun
noun
noun
noun
noun
noun
noun
noun
noun
noun
adj
adj
noun
verb
noun
adj
noun
noun
noun
noun
noun
adj
noun
adj
adj
noun
adj
adj
noun
noun
adj
noun
noun
adj

animate

x
x
x
x

x
x
x

inanimate
inanimate
animate
animate
animate
animate
inanimate
inanimate
inanimate
animate

inanimate
inanimate
animate
animate
inanimate
inanimate
inanimate

x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

inanimate
inanimate

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x

inanimate
animate

x
x
x
x
x

x

animate

inanimate

x
x

x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x

with their equivalents used in North American French. The Peabody test, apart from
giving absolute scores, also provides an ability estimate by ranking each score in
percentiles according to the child’s age. For example, for two of our participants whose
raw Peabody score was 38, the percentile score was higher for MM (=61), who was 46
months old, than for ZL (=47), who was 48 months old.
Results
Our recall scores and analyses are presented for each of our four research questions. On
the L2 recall test, one point was awarded when the child identified the correct image for a
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Figure 1.

9

Sample ﬂashcard used in the L2 recall test.

target word, and zero when an incorrect image was chosen. The mean recall for each
lexical item is therefore between zero and one. There was practically no missing data
(far less than 1%) because there was only one instance of a child not choosing any of the
four options for one of the items.
Our analyses were performed on the data from 23 of the 24 participants. After
compiling the data, the suspiciously low scores for one of the participants on all tests,
despite apparent normal intelligence, led us and her parents to discover that her hearing
was severely impaired. For obvious reasons, her data were excluded from the analyses.

Question 1: Are words presented in songs better recalled than those presented in
stories?
The average number of times a target word was encountered by a participant is 21.3
(SD = 17.7), with a range of 1–75. There was no significant difference in the number of
word encounters between both sources of input (t(745) = .42, p = .68).
The mean recall for the 11 lexical items embedded exclusively in stories and not in
songs was 0.39 (SD = .49), whereas for the 11 words which appeared only in songs, the
mean was 0.25 (SD = .43). A t-test shows a significant difference between words
introduced in songs and those introduced in stories, the latter yielding higher recall
scores: t = 3.456 (df = 503, p < .001). As can be seen in Table 1, words that were in
stories include six nouns (two animates) and five adjectives; words that were in songs
include seven nouns (one animate), two adjectives, and one verb.

Question 2: Do combined input sources (stories and songs) yield better recall than a
single source of input?
Better recall was expected for items that the children encountered in both stories and
songs, compared to items encountered in only one condition (see Pichette 2002; Sydorenko 2010). This proved not to be the case: mean recall for items encountered through
both input sources was 0.36 (SD = .48) while for those in one input source it was 0.31
(SD = .46). A t-test shows this difference not to be significant (p = 0.13). The data-sets
show a comparable profile: for one input source, we find 12 nouns (five animates) and 8
adjectives; for two input sources, we find 15 nouns (seven animates) and 9 adjectives.

10
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Question 3: Are words for animate concepts better recalled than those for inanimate
concepts?
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As has been mentioned earlier, we first investigated whether the superiority of nouns over
adjectives holds in L2 for our population. The mean recall for nouns was 0.30 (SD = .48),
whereas for adjectives it was 0.36 (SD = .46). A t-test shows no significant difference
between both the means (t(43) = 1.73; p = .08).
Focusing on the nouns allowed us to explore the impact of animacy on recall. Nouns
that represent animate objects or entities (e.g. cat, ghost) were compared for recall to
nouns that represented inanimate objects or entities (e.g. bed, ear). Mean recall for
animate concepts (n = 9) was .45 (SD = .50), while for the inanimate concepts (n = 15) it
was .23 (SD = .42). A t-test shows both the means to be significantly different, t = 5.71
(df = 548; p < .00001).

Question 4: Do children who are above average in L1 lexicon tend to be better at
learning L2 words?
Since recall was in a dichotomous form (0 or 1), performing a linear regression or finding
correlations was not possible. A logistic regression was carried out instead. The mean
number of occurrences of a given lexical item per child was 21.4 (N = 745), SD = 18.0.
The logistic regression yielded a chi-square of 6.45 (p = .01).The p-value associated with
our chi-square suggests that the regression coefficient is different from zero and that our
model can be used with confidence.
In addition, our range of encounters of 1–75 allowed us to split our recall data into
five equal slices of 15. Figure 2 shows the mean recall for each of the five slices of the
range of encounters, depicting a very clear and straightforward improvement in recall
with the growing number of encounters. Figure 2 also highlights the fact that more than
60 encounters with a new word are generally needed for the word to be recalled at the
0.5 level.

Recall
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3
0.2
0.1
0
1–15

16–30

31–45

46–60

61–75

Occurrence range
Figure 2.

L2 vocabulary recall vs. number of encounters.

International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism

11

L1 lexicon
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Based on our review of the literature, we examined possible relationships between L1
vocabulary size and the acquisition of L2 words. To yield correlations with L2 recall, we
computed raw L1 vocabulary Peabody scores, before they were normalized or converted
into percentiles. No significant correlation was found between L1 lexicon and L2 recall
although the p-value is near the .05 alpha level (r = .39; p = .07).
Discussion and conclusion
Contrary to our expectations, our data only suggest a positive answer to one of our four
research questions, namely that on animacy (Question 3). To that effect, our results
confirm several studies on language development by suggesting that animacy may be an
important variable in child L2 acquisition: inanimate concepts require more emphasis
(a higher number of encounters) than animate ones. Our data show that animate items
were remembered about twice as well as inanimate ones.
Our first question concerned the relative efficiency of singing and storytelling for the
learning of new L2 words. While we expected recall for words embedded in songs to be
higher than those embedded in stories, we observed a significantly higher recall for words
in stories, about 50% higher than words in songs. This may seem counterintuitive, given
the widely recognized benefits of using songs in language teaching, which we mentioned
in the literature review. This result could be related to the fact that listening to stories
encourages a greater focus on the meaning of words and therefore a different/deeper kind
of processing of the lexical items, than when listening to songs. However, another
explanation could be that animacy is such a powerful variable that it annulled the effect of
the presentation mode. In the study by Coyle and Gracia (2014), the authors make a very
interesting observation which may be of some relevance to the interpretation of our
results. They noticed that in their study, the aspects of songs which make them so
attractive to children, namely the ludic elements, the use of actions, gestures, and
onomatopoeias, seemed to actually detract the children’s attention from the song’s lexical
content. This effect is in direct contrast to the studies on adult learners, reviewed earlier in
this study, in which the use of songs was found to help with the memorization of new
lexical items.
Presentation modes were also the subject of our second question, which concerned the
possible effect of additivity on recall. Our data showed that words that were presented
both through songs and stories were not recalled significantly better than those presented
in either mode. Animacy is not hypothesized to have played a role since the percentage of
animate items in both groups is similar (dual mode: 4 out of 15 items; single mode: 5 out
of 22 items).
Our last research question was based on the assumption that L2-learning ability would
be related to the level of lexical development in the L1. In the case of our learners,
children with a higher level of lexical development in French would then prove more apt
at acquiring new vocabulary in English. The absence of a significant correlation between
the L1 lexicon and the ability to learn L2 words may be seen as surprising. However, a
likely explanation could be simply that the breadth of the L1 lexicon does not necessarily
reflect the child’s ability to learn words. Children who know more words than other
children of the same age may not necessarily be better learners; the differences may be
due to socio-environmental factors such as better quality of language input, greater
exposure to vocabulary, more stimulation to learn new word forms, or they may reflect
differences in the age at which individual children reach a certain level of linguistic
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development. Another explanation may reside in our sample size. It has long been argued
(e.g. Skipper, Guenther and Nass 1967) that it is by pure convention that the alpha level
was set at .05 in human and social sciences (i.e. a 5% chance that the results occurred by
chance) and that the alpha level could well have been fixed at a slightly higher or lower
level. With this in mind, there remains the possibility that the marginally significant
correlation we obtained – which indicates a 7% chance that our correlation occurred by
chance – could have fallen below the .05 level with a larger sample size.
Our findings also show that, in the case of our preliterate learners, new lexical items
require a high number of encounters in order to be acquired: over 60 encounters with a
new word are needed to achieve a 50% chance for recall. This figure is much higher than
those normally suggested for incidental acquisition by older children and adults; for
example, around 10 encounters with a new word are said to be needed for a good chance
of the word being remembered (Nation and Wang Ming-tzu 1999). Our participants’
recall performance is also about half of that obtained by Pigada and Schmitt (2003), who
saw a 60% pickup rate after 20 encounters with a new word, while ours is slightly above
30%, as evidenced in Figure 2. Lack of metacognition or other cognitive factors could
explain the young learners’ need for a higher number of encounters. Comparing the
acquisition rate of preliterate learners with that of older learners on similar tasks could
help shed light on possible differences and the reasons behind them. It needs to be
remembered that in our study vocabulary acquisition was tested using a measure of
passive recognition (the children pointed to one of four images to show that they
understand a word’s meaning). Obviously, we would expect the recall rates to be lower in
the case of a vocabulary elicitation test. While this does not affect the validity of the
comparisons we made involving word class, animacy, or source of input (since all the
words in our study were tested in the same way), for any discussion of the number of
encounters needed to acquire a word, it is important to bear in mind that even more
encounters would likely be needed for the lexical item to be produced, not just
recognized, by the learner.
It needs to be stressed that this study was intended as an exploratory, data-driven
investigation of a hitherto unexplored topic, and as a result shows several limitations, the
most important one being its small scope. It must be noted that the number of all lexical
items used in the study was rather low, which was due to the fact that only a certain
number of words could be accommodated in four workshops designed for absolute
beginners. Because of that, the number of words belonging to each word class, as well as
to the animate and inanimate categories, was limited, and the words were not ideally
distributed between the categories. Since the higher number of animate concepts in songs
might have played a role in the better recall for that input source, further studies with an
equivalent proportion of animate concepts would help disentangle those two variables by
determining the relative weight of each one. We are convinced that this is a promising
direction for future research, and a study conducted along the same lines, investigating a
larger sample of lexical items over a longer period of time, would constitute a worthwhile
endeavor. Our findings indicate that in any such study, animacy is likely to come out as a
key feature among the characteristics of lexical items that affect their uptake by young
learners.
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