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PHONOLOGICAL FLUENCY AMONGST ADOLESCENT LOW LITERACY
SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNERS

FRANCISCA DA GAMA!
University of Greenwich and Lewisham Southwark College

ABSTRACT: There is a long-standing belief that teaching vocabulary in semantic sets
to second language learners aids later language acquisition. This paper reports a study
of how adolescents with English as an Other Language with low levels of literacy in
English organise words. 45 young learners aged 16-19 from an inner-city further educa-
tion college participated in the study: 15 ESOL low literacy learners, 15 ESOL learners
and 15 as a nen-ESOL contrel group. They were tested on phonological verbal fluency
tasks and, conirary to expectations, the ESOL group with literacy needs outperformed
the ESOL group. This suggests that effortful learning of letters and sounds may produce
desper processing. On the other hand, there was evidence of semantic interference in
output, suggesting learning words in semantic sets might not always be optimal for
learners with low literacy.

KEYWORDS: EAL; literacy; adolescent verbal fluency

1. INTRODUCTION

Learners who are able to decode alphabetic scripts differ from those with low levels of
literacy, not just in phonological awareness but also in phonelogical processing; speech
perception and listening strategies may be more challenging for the latter (Morais et al.,
1989; Reis & Castro-Caldas, 1997). Cultural, economic and educational factors influence
performance in phonelogical fluency tasks, as do differences in access to implicit and

1. T would like to thank Chlo& Marshall, UCL- Institute of Education, London, for originally
suggesting this study and advice on conducting the verbal fluency tasks.
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explicit learning strategies (Rosselli et al., 2009; Reis & Castro-Caldas, 1997). Drawing
on Craik & Lockhart’s levels of processing in linking new words in second language
acquisition and cognitive processes, Ellis and Beaton (1993) argue that implicit and
explicit mechanisms for vocabulary acquisition are applied by second language learners.
These include implicit recognition of words, which involves identifying their perceptual
aspects as sound and logographic features, the explicit frequency of exposure to words
and the development of motor knowledge through practice in the reproduction of the
sounds of new words. Exposure to print aids new word-learning but, when that language
is in a different script or where there is a limited literacy home environment, second
language acquisition becomes an even greater challenge. Learners who have literacy
have already acquired metalinguistic knowledge and gained access to explicit learning,
such as phonological strategies, as well as implicit learning, which may rely on semantic
strategies (Tarone et al., 2009; Reis & Castro-Caldas, 1997). Learners who must also
learn English using a different writing system or who have limited literacy in their own
languages face the additional challenge of establishing sound-letter associations when
learning new words and their spellings. If there is limited experience of formal education,
they will often lack the explicit learning strategies needed for phonological processing.

This paper presents a study of verbal fluency in adolescents who are ESOL learners
with low levels of literacy. Verbal fluency tasks assess phonological and semantic fluency
by looking at how people are able to retrieve words from memory. They are considered
measures of cognitive flexibility that reflect access to and retrieval from memeory stores,
and executive function, which controls inhibition and working memory. Phonemic flu-
ency is related to executive function and is more taxing on working memory. It contin-
ues to mature through childhood and adolescence whereas semantic fluency can reach
maturation by age 12 (Charchat-Fichman, et al., 2011; Koren et.al, 2005), The number
of words produced and speed of word output and accuracy are taken into consideration
together with the ways in which a person might organise words into lexical categories
and switch between categories or generate sub-categories of words. Storage of words in
semantic categories has provided evidence that the mental lexicon makes use of semantic
organisation, which has influenced second language vocabulary teaching that focuses
on lexical or semantic sets. The teaching of vocabulary in semantic sets, it is argued,
reflects the natural organisation of words in the brain making them subsequently easier
to retrieve from memory (Channell, 1981; McCarthy, 1990; Grandy, 1992; Aitchison,
1996). However, there is also conflicting research that indicates that learning words in
semantic sets is more taxing for learners, in particular lower level learners, and word
retrieval of items takes longer (Nation, 2000; Erten and Tekin, 2008; Lazaro Ibarrola &
Hidalgo Gordo, 2014; Altarriba & Mathis, 1997; Finkbeiner & Nicol, 2003).

Verbal fluency tasks have also been used in studies of bilingual and monolingual
subjects to measure vocabulary across languages and determine whether bilinguals are
adversely affected by competing languages and reduced word range (Bialystok et al.,
2008). Performance on phonological fluency measures is typically weaker than on se-
mantic fluency measures, which tend to reflect vocabulary size, and is also influenced
by levels of education because of the links between phonological awareness and read-
ing ability, and the ability to segment speech sounds {Charchat-Fichman et al., 2011;
Morais et al., 1989; Raicliff et al., 1998). One of the most commonly used phonological
fluency tasks uses the letters F, A, and S because they are high frequency initial letters
in English words and they represent easy phonemes. A difficulty with this measure is
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that a focus on letters has implications for participants with literacy barriers and it may
be more useful to focus on phonemes instead to allow for lower education ]eve‘ls of
participants and to avoid interference from other letters (Koren et al., 2005; Ratchft: et
al., 1998). By focusing on sound, rather than letter, it could be assumed that education
levels would not have a significant effect on phonological performance. o
Verbal output is not just measured by the number of v\_rord.s produced within a set
time {typically one minute), but also by clustering and sw1'tch1ng. .Troyer et a?l. (19'97)
highlight the ‘multifactorial’ aspect of fluency and the operation of dlfferf:nt brain regions
in different fluency tasks evident in clustering and switching. Clustering is the production
of words in temporal spurts that relate to a particular category or subcategor){ and are
defined as two or mote related words adjacent to one ancther, for instance, sling, slyg,
slap (initial two letters the same), or semantic, Argenting, Antarcztz_‘ca. Clus?ers Prowde
an insight into how vocabulary is organised and in terms (_)f cognitive function, involve
accessing words in the memory store. Switching is the shift from a clustered \l'vord toa
non-clustered word or a word from a different category for example a change in second
letter; sling-slug-siap-snow or semantic category: Argentr'na-Antarctica-apple: .In terms
of cognitive function, switching involves strategic sea_rch processes and cognitive 'ﬂex-
ibility in the shift between subcategories. However, it has been s‘uggeste‘d that smg.le
words may represent not just the absence of a cluster but also a retrieval faiture - that is,
the inability to locate other words within a particular category (Abwender. et al., 2001).
While studies have looked at the levels of literacy and formal education on verbal
fluency tasks, very few have looked at performance in another' l?r-lguage. There is some
acceptance that bilinguals may have greater cognitive flexibility, but the cognitive
demands of lexical search and retrieval processes for bilingual learners has. not been
established because studies have tended to focus on verbal fluency in the subject’s first
language with a focus on adults or children.

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This study aimed at answering the following research questions:

How do EAL learners with low levels of literacy respond to phonolegical fluency tasks?
How does this differ from EAL learners who already have developed literacy?
What does this imply for the organisation of the lexicon in their additional language?

All the ESOL subjects in this study were at elementary level in English _and had
arrived in the United Kingdom within the previous three years (see Appendlx).‘ For
some of the learners, this was their first experience of being in a formal edgcaﬂona!
setting and learning how to write. The low-literacy learners were compared‘wuh ES(")L
learners with established literacy skills, alongside a control group of native Eng]ls'h
speakers in order to see how they responded to verbal ﬂuency tasks and wha'.t this
might imply for organisation of the lexicon in their additional language. Participants
were assessed with standard verbal fluency tests: ‘F’, ‘A’ and *S’. The use of le_tters,
rather than sounds, was to try and see what differences in performance in thelr 12
there might be between low-literacy learners who had benefited from some literacy-
focused teaching and their peers.
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It was expected that al! the ESOL subjects would perform weakly in the phonological
fluency tasks for all categories in comparison with the non-ESOL group and that the
ESOL with literacy needs group would perform weakest, producing a greater number of
errors for F and S. All the ESOL learners were producing words in the target language,
which they would have acquired within a shorter time and so, unlike younger children
learning language for the first time, were learning the speech-sounds and the semantic
referents simultanecusly. Because word production has been associated with the use of
cognitive strategies of switching and clustering (Kosmidis et al., 2004), this study also
analysed clusters and switching to try to see if any particular cognitive strategies were
evident. Clusters are two or more words that appear in sequence and belong to a shared
category. It was expected that the ESOL with literacy needs group would produce fewer
clusters and switches than the ESOL grou,

3. METHOD

Three groups of learners totalling 45, aged 16-19, from an inner-city further edu-
cation college underiook phonological fluency tests. The groups were ESOL, ESOL
with literacy needs (ESOL Lit) and a control group of non-ESOL students. The ESOL
with literacy needs were learners who were in specialist ESOL literacy classes or who
were in mainstream ESOL classes but had been identified as having literacy needs or
a literacy profile by their tutors and receiving additional iearner support in class, The
non-ESOL group was selected on the recommendations of their tutors in order to rule
out learners for whom English was not their first language or who had a recognised
learning difficulty; only native English speakers or bilingual learners were chosen for
this group. Of the bilingual learners, those with a native-English speaking parent and
who had English as a main language in their home were selected, as were those who
had another language at home but received formal education in a country where English
is the lingua franca.

All ESOL learners were mostly recent arrivals in the UK, some within the previous
six months and some unaccompanied. They were chosen according to the English
language levels from their college initial and diagnostic assessments. It was necessary
to accept only learners previously assessed as being at Entry Level 2 speaking and
listening so that they would be able 1o follow instructions and understand the nature of
the research project; this also aimed to address the question of variable performance
when evaluating L2 output as it was not possibie to control for prior learning of English
for the ESOL groups (Kempler et al,, 1998). All the participants in the ESOL sample
reported having studied some English alongside their regular studies before arrival in
the UK, and both ESOL groups had participants with uneven attendance in coliege due
(o travel to home countries, work or carer commitments. In the ESOL-only sample, 15
learners (7 male, 8 female) aged 16-19 (mean age 17.2) were selected where they had
been in full-time education in their home or other couniries from an early age (vary-
ing from 4-6 years old); their first languages were French, Italian, Spanish, Romanian,
Portuguese and Polish,

The ESOL with literacy needs group (ESOL Lit) was selected from initial college
writing assessments that were assessed as pre-entry or Entry Level 1. The low-literacy
group comprised 15 learners aged 17-19 (mean age 18.2) with no or limited formal
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education in their own language and learners who use a differe{lt _allphabetic .Wl'ltklll'lﬁ
system (Arabic, Farsi, Pashto and Dari). The learners who had lm.uted educatllorlr ha
either never attended school or had attended only until the enc‘ij (Af pruinary dsch;gc.t o t;)é
i i ia, Eritrea, Guinea and Angola and re
came from Somalia, Afghanistan, Albania, . fed ihe
i -li learners who often travel to the
redominantly male make-up of young low-literacy .
1L:’maccompanifalcl. They included learners who had already spent up to three years in the
lege learning English. '
COIT‘ehge non-ESgL learners (11 male, 4 female, mean age 18.2).were those who had Enillsl};
as a first language and were drawn from three departments in the go}Il‘;ge. :Thieydzg 0';11 !
i i i he ages of either 4 or 5. They inclu
been in continuous formal education from t f ey i ‘
bilingual (Greek and English) and two who had received early education in Jamalf:é.l.
All learners were initially given a Wide Range Achievtlzment Test blue_ word—rfsci:)gilltlon
reading task followed by a spelling task to establish literacy levels in English. EnS 81;
der to see whether there were differences in organising vlvords bfatween ‘the tv;ilo oo
groups, the phonological task used the letters F, A, S which, whl.le sharing ot er le e_
and so:md phonemes (/f/ and /s/) may reveal issues in phonological a‘S’T};eI:etf n]; 85ch
i ith literacy issues. It was expected that the
ond language learning for learners wit y issues. v
i i this task and rely on sound, rathe
-literacy group would have greater difficulties in ! 0 SO! ther
E:n im"tialylstter,p in producing words. Participants were given a praf:tlce mstructl‘c;l,.
You have one minute to say as mawny words as you can begmnmg with the letter ds.'
Instructions for each task were then given: You have one minute to sqy as many wor
can beginning with the letter 'F’, and so on.
as g;:legories ?or errors for the results included repeats, unclear. resPons’es, w‘ro,ng w]c;rds
where a word was included that had a different letter such as ‘glf‘lfnend for ‘F or W el;e
there was L1 interference. Phoneme error was added to determine whether/ f}/}ezmmpar]lez
i F wi that share the phoneme /f/ (examp
ere confusing the sounds for ‘F* with other 1etter§
‘l;veing photogrgaph phone) and ‘85 (examples being CD, 1;asych¢r)lo‘g{y)ci fIfersor:;li réaslxgi
i , it frequently arose and for so
wete glso included as a separate error because i or som o
i ive language would have avoided the sea
learners, recourse to names from their native e WO :
i i i i dentified as phonemic where two
and retrieval mechanisms in English. Clusters were i las \
i ith the same initial two letters (spicy,
or more words were generated in sequence wi : . o letters (spicy
] i 1 (sat, sit), thymed (flight, fright), or share i
e o ot ’ i kin et al.’s {1992) approach semantic
tegory (artist, actor, architecr). Following R?lS in et al.
z?uzferrsy“(fere also identified in order to investigate whether ESOL learners eilmployed
semantic organisation as a strategy for organising lexical items, even when they were
focusing on initial letters.

4. RESULTS

The results for mean correct scores are presented below followed.by results gor dl:iss-
ters, switches and error types. Correct scores were calculated excluding repeated words,
?
unclear responses, wrong words, phoneme error and personal names.
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48 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
i 1 Total output 8.93 (4.11) 6.47 (2.64) 8.60 (3.14)
14 Correct 7.67 (3.74) 4.87 (2.72) 7.53 (3.02)
Repeats (.40 (0.63) 0.20 (0.20) 0.07 (0.26)
12 = f i Unclear 0.07 (0.26) 0.07 (0.26) 0 ()
10 : e | = ESOL Lit Wrong 0.40 (0.74) (.80 (0.68) 0.13 (0.35)
: 20 0.41 nd. nad, 0.40 (0,74)
4 B ESOL Phoneme 0.2 (0.41) .
1 Personal name 0.20 (0.56) 0.60 (124) 0.33 (0.72)
6 —ail s ) bt Clusters 1.40 (1.06) 0.73 (0.96) 120 (0:86)
4 ' Cluster size 1.84 (1.04) 1.13 {(1.30) 2.13 (1.49)
. | Switches 6.07 (3.26) 4.27 {1.53) 573 (2.37)
2 - : i
l | Table 1: ESOL Lit Error Type. Clusters and Switches
0 -
Average of F Average of A Average of 5 O A (24
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Figure 11 Mean Correct Scores of Phonological Flueney Tasks: n=45 Total otiput .07 (3.13) 6.07 (2.76) 9.47 (2.39)
A 3 (category: F, A, 8) x 3 (group: ESOL Lit, ESOL, Non-ESOL) ANOVA revealed Correct 7.07 (331) 4.33 (209 8.67 2.64)
significant effects of category, F(2, 84) = 33.107, p < .001, partial 5°= 0.441, and of Repeats 0.07 {0.26) 0.20 (0.56) 0.07 (0.26)
group £(1,42) = 19.983, p <.001, partial »*=0.488. A set of pairwise comparisons for Unilear .00 (0) 0.07 (0.26) 0.13 (0.52)
the different groups {-evcaled significant effects of category and group, with Non-ESOL, Wrons 0.13 (0.35) 0.73 (1.03) 027 (0.46)
as expected, producing a greater number of responses to the phonological categories 0 0.41) wa il 0.07 (0.26)
than ESOL Lit and ESOL groups. Further pairwise comparison tests were carried out in Fhoneme 02 0 o i A (0:82)
order to determine interaction within the groups for the different phonological categories Personal name 0.60 (0.99) 0.73 (Log) ; G
and for ESOL Lit there were significantly more responses than ESOL for ‘F* p<.001. Clusters 1.20 (1.01) 0.60 (0.63) 1.93 (1.28)
An ANOVA undertaken to determine whether there was an effect of school within Cluster size 1.77 (1.35) 1.13 {L113) 1.94 (0.57
the ESOL lit group revealed lower F statistics, but there was no change to the effects Switches 5.40 (2.56) 4.07 (2.52) 6.27 (2.02)
of category ar group: 3 (category: F, A, 8) x 3 (group: ESOL Lit, ESOL, Non-ESOL)
revealed significant effects of category, £(2, 76) = 29.745, p < .001, partial 7= 0439, Table 2: ESOL Error Type. Clusters and Switches
and of group F(1,38) = 18.671, p < .001, partial #°= 0.496.
The following tables present results for errors, clusters and switches.
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Total output 1]1\:7 (ISD) v o Y o
b K (1.8D) 9.93 (2.43) 14.67 (3.18)

10.87 (1.96) 9.27 (2.99) 13.53 (3.31)
Repeats 0.33 (0.82) 0.27 (0.59) 0.20 (0.41)
Unclear 0.00 ) 0.00 ((8)] 0.00 (-0)
Wrong 0.00 ()} 0.13 {0.35) 000 . (0)
Phoneme 0.27 (0.46) nd. n.d. 0.00 0
Personal name 0.27 (0.80) 0.27 (0.80) ():80 (1( 0)1)
Clusters 2.47 (0.99) 2.07 (1.28) 2.80 (1 .78)
Clu'stcr size 2.54 (0.95) 1.88 (0.84) 2.25 (0.86)
Switches 7.27 (1.94) 6.40 {2.32) 9.33 (2:16)

Table 3: Non-ESOL Error Type, Clusters and Switches

Clusters were categorised where two or more words belongi i
\Evseg:Lg)erg)ch Tquentially. é& 3 (Category: F, A, S) x 3 (gmﬁ;l:g};ggfiritzcgggiﬂ?}ggg
was carried out to determine significance between cate : d,
for mean total number of clusters, mean cluster si gO}’y ‘o5, Thete
were significant effects of category for mean c]usfzesiazrrl;:1 ;E];l l:izr) f;‘;}ghes;mere
g‘it;ttlali 7 (‘)l’;gzﬁléir)lean cluster size: F(2, 84) = 6,715, p < 0.00& partial '172 =’0p138‘0:111(i
ches, , = 17.485, p < .001, partial #*= ' igmi
effects of group for total number of c]upsters, ;"T (2, 4(1)22)9;1 ‘24;1.-]6];:; ;’Ve<re ;(;510 Slgnn.li}Cﬂ;l:
0.395, mean cluster size F(2, 42) = 3.472, P <.040, partial »? - 0 21.4' , ga el
F(2, 42) = 8,285, p < .001, partial »?={.283, ’ S and switches
. In erder to test lfor the effects of school, a repeat ANOVA was carried out with the
c>u1rl school participants removed from the ESOL Lit group (n=11) and revealed fo
;g;a tumber of clusters, category: F(2, 76) = 7.618, 2 < .001, partial #* = 0.167 ang
F(zgr7o6u)p,=F6(27,0?£8) =12,172,p < -001, partial #°= 0.390. Mean cluster size: cateéory-
033: - 6.702, p< .002,.partxa1 7*= 0.150 and for group - F(2, 38) = 3.726, p <
033, partial = 0.164. Switches: category — F(2,76) = 14.621, p < .001 i l, P2 =
0.217'8,t and fo; group, F{(2, 38) = 8.400, p < .001, partial #*= 0 ?:Op7 o paEr
n terms o total number of clusters, ESOL produced 39 h;)nen.lic clus
‘s;le:ll:?:rtslc ((;lllés;lteé; gile;fzz ES((i)I;;ZLith produced 38 phonemicpclusters and ltgr:ealsfntlig
L . - uce phonemic, 18 semantic. In order to i i
differences between the three groups in terms of cluster si d ot sl
tests were conducted on the following variables: Mean totlzles anbfypes S——
cluster size, semantic clusters, switch and error ' e eSOy o e e
(some, same) cluster in the whole cohort produgﬁ I;chl)lrf;eEv;gI??:Zjﬁgf svc? :;11 Ctllange
was not analysed. As expected, there were significant differences between the twocEl;S(;eIf
groups and the Non-ESOL group for all categories in total number of clusters. Surpri
ingly, there were no significant differences in any of the cluster variables I-nel;?l?ll:esé

between ES()L th and ESOL. IOta] output wWEre lllﬁcallﬂy hl hly ConelatEd eXCCPt
< pu Slg g >
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5. DISCUSSION

Contrary to expectations of a poor performance across all the phonological tasks, ESOL
Lit scored higher than the ESOL group in the letter ‘F’, and was only marginally lower
in ‘A’. This contradicts the view that disadvantages in phonological awareness yield a
poorer performance in phonological tasks. It could also reflect the benefits of explicit
and effortful learning whereby ESOL learners focus more on letter-sound associations
and pronunciation when learning new words. Learners with low levels of literacy may
need to be more effortful in learning the letter-sound associations of the English aiphabet
when learning to read and write, particularly if it is their first expetience of acquiring
literacy. They may therefore be engaging in the sorts of explicit learning strategies for
developing phonological awareness, to which Reis and Castro-Caldas (1997) refer. In
a literacy specialism class where there will be an emphasis on phonics teaching and
teaching letter sets, /7 is tanght early alongside its letter associations ‘f* and ‘ph’. Dif-
ferences between the ESOL Lit and Non-ESOL learners for ‘F’ are also interesting, and
may reflect the greater difficulty Non-ESOL learners have with this phoneme producing
a greater number of errors (for example phone, phenomenal).

In terms of errors, ESOL made significantly more errors than the ESOL Lit greup,
with a frequent reliance on L1 interference and personal names. For example one ESOL
learner produced eight responses for the category ‘A’ of which six were personal names
found in his native language. He produced three responses out of eight in the category
«§*, which also included two Spanish cities. This greater number of errors in the ESOL
group may indicate difficulties associated with competing literacies and control of in-
hibition when accessing words in English.

This study looked at semantic and phonemic clustering in the phonological fluency
tasks. In terms of the scoring for total clusters, where there were overlaps, phonemic
clusters were favoured. For instance, in one response: apple, apricot were classified as a
phonemic cluster sharing the same initial two letters, rather than a food cluster. The two
items were then counted separately as a semantic cluster in follow-up analysis in order
to investigate whether students made use of semantic clustering in organising vocabulary.
In terms of phonological clusters, vawel change was only used by one ESOL learner.
This was included in the overall cluster count but not analysed as a cluster category.

Semantic clustering was evident in the output of all three groups for the phonological
fluency tasks with Non-ESOL learners, as expected, exhibiting greater accurate lexical
retrieval from memory and, as a consequence, inhibitory control in their output. The
lack of significant differences between ESOL lit and ESOL for semantic clustering
suggests that both groups make use of similar strategies for word retrieval in accessing

semantic sets of items, or have a similar range of vocabulary. This would appear to
support arguments in favour of teaching in lexical sets as it shows clearly that semantic
organisation is used to store second language vocabulary. It may indicate the greater
security of certain word families and analysis of the types of semantic clusters would
be useful to determine the frequently occurring categories. However there was evidence
of semantic interference in the ESOL lit group with three of the participants producing
clear errors as a result of semantic clustering (for example family, friends, girlfriend,
boyfriend for ‘F*) and two others producing errors that were not part of a cluster, but
appeared as trace interference (for example food, feet, potate or animals, Africa, Arabic,
elephant). For one ESOL Lit learner in particular, there was clear evidence of semantic
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interference taking place that persisted throughout her output in all three tasks in her
production of country names. This learner produced errors in 4 and §. While the /s/
phoneme was identifiable in the country and city names (4sia and Istanbul) it was not
the initial letter. It may be that semantic organisation was hampering the processing of
speech sounds for this ESOL Lit student, creating the sort of interference that Finkbeiner
and Nikol refer to when spreading activation creates confusion over co-activated similar
lexical items (Finkbeiner & Nicol, 2003). Although Finkbeiner and Nico! focus on ac-
curacy of semantic sets, learning new vocabulary in semantic sets has been reported to
take longer to process and leads to retrieval failures (Altarriba & Mathis, 1997; Erten &
Teken, 2008). These retrieval difficulties are also more evident in lower-level language
learners and it has been argued that successful teaching in lexical sets is evident for
advanced learners (Nation, 2000). All the ESOL learners in the present study were at
Entry Level 2 speaking and listening and both groups showed some semantic clustering,
However, the difficulties with retrieval for the learner highlighted above indicate a lack
of security in producing words according to initial letters because of semantic cluster-
ing, and raise questions about input of new vocabulary for ESOL learners with basic
literacy whose phonological awareness is weaker. Semantic interference was not present
in any of the errors produced by the ESOL group, which suggests that their greater
control in generating semantic clusters according to initial letter could be indicative of
a more efficient storage system, perhaps attributable to their already acquired literacy.

What is not always clear with analysis is whether examples of semantic interference
with phonological output are questions of spreading activation or issues of continuing
development of inhibitory control. A difficulty with investigating verbal fluency with this
age group, however, is that even though the brain has nearly matured by adolescence,
some aspects of executive function are continuing to develop, such as control of inhibi-
tion and processing speed (Blakemore & Choudhury, 2006; Huttenlocher, 2002}, It would
be worth investigating this further with different age groups. If the greater number of
switches indicates greater cognitive flexibility (Troyer et al., 1997), this would appear
to be evident with the greater number of switches in the non-ESOL group carrying out
the tasks in their first language, This view is supported by the pattern shown by ESOL

Lit, who produced a higher count of switches with ‘F’, consistent with higher scoring
for other measures.

6. CONCLUSION

This study sought to ook at how EAL learners with low levels of literacy respond
to phonological fluency tasks in relation to their peers with developed literacy in order
to see how they organised words in English. On a number of measures within the tasks
there were no significant differences between the two ESOL groups. The disadvantages
in phonological awareness of the low-literacy group did not appear to be explicit, with
the ESOL Lit group outperforming the ESOL group in one of the tasks. This suggests
that the ESOL Lit group, while disadvantaged through limited experience of formal
learning, may in fact gain a more secure understanding in their learning of phonemic
items than mainstream ESOL learners. This could be a result of explicit instruction that
includes a focus on phonics and letter sets; participants from the ESOL lit group were
from a specialist ESOL literacy class or were in receipt of additional literacy support.
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It may also be that the difficulties of acquiring literacy i.n a second langugge derr?andls
effortful learning, and effective encoding of lexical ite:ms alds_ subsequent lexical retrieval.
All groups made some use of semantic organisat‘lon, vyhlch wquld appear to supllzort
arguments in favour of teaching of new vocabulary in lexical sets in order to ‘reﬂect ovc\]f
vocabulary is stored in the brain. However for low lllte‘racy Ieame'rs, semanl:lc overloa
may interfere with processing of letter/sound ass0c1atmr‘15 apd raises questions for t];e
way in which ESOL basic literacy is taught when considering the cognitive demands
jorities that are faced by the learner. )
anc;“l'?:(;;l:;?ntat?on of the ES(BSL Lit group would have benefited from the inc{usmn of
participants who had and had net attended school in order_to test more effectively for
the effects of experience of formal education. Future stud1e§ would als'o benefit from
consideration of time spent in ESOL classes, specifically with ESOL llteracy-forfused
teaching, as well as testing for age and gender to examine whether they have an influ-

ence on performance in verbal fluency.
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APPENDIX: LANGUAGE AND EDUCATION BACKGROUND OF PARTICIPANTS
ESOL

N Couniry of | Languages written and Age | Gender | Prior education
" | origin spoken
1. |Senegal French, Italian 18 F 14 years Italy
2. |lvory Coast | French, Italian 16 F 9 years Ivory COE?.SI and lta].y
3. |Colombia |Spanish 19 F 10 years Colomb{a and Spa!n
4. |Colombia |Spanish 19 F 14 years Colombia anq Spain
. 13 years Romania, Russia and
5. |Russia Romanian, Russian, Italian 17 M Tialy
6. |Italy [talian 16 F 11 years lialy _ :
7. |Colombia | Spanish 16 F 12 years Colombia and Spain
8. | Portugal Portuguese 17 F 12 years Po@gal
9. |Bolivia Spanish 16 M 10 years Spain
10. | Poland Polish 18 M 11 years Poland
11. [Italy Italian 16 F 10 years Italy : i
12. |Romania Romanian and Spanish 18 M 14 years Roman!a and Spain
13. |Romania  |Romanian 18 M 14 years Romania
14. | French France 18 F 14 years France
15. |ltaly Italian 117 F 11 years Italy
ESOL WITH LITERACY NEEDS
N. |Couniry Languages spoken Age | Gender | Prior education‘
1. Afghanistan | Dari* 19 M 10 years Afghanistan
2 ITran Farsi * 18 M 8§ years Iran :
3. Afghanistan | Pashtu, * Dari 18 M |10 years Afghamstan.
4, Iraq Arabic, * French 19 M |10 years Iraq and Syria
5. Eritrea Amharic ) 18 F 7 years Quran school Sudan
6. Afghanistan | Pashtu, Dari 18 M |3 years Afghanistan :
2 years Quran school Somalia
7. Somalia Somali 18 M 1 year Ethiopia
8. Guinea French 18 M |6 years Guinea
9. Somalia Somali, Arabic 19 F No school
No school in own country
10. | Afghanistan | Pashtu 19 F London secondary 3 months
11. | Afghanistan | Pashtu, Dari, Farsi 19 M }5years Afgha.nistan and Iran
12. | Albania Albanian 17 M |4 years Albania
No school in own country
13. | Angola Portuguese, Dutch 19 M 2 years Netherlands
14. | Albania Albanian 18 M 5 years Albania
15. | Albania Albanian |17 M |5 years Albania

* Written and spoken
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