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1. Introduction 

 

English is omnipresent in Belgian society, next to the three official languages: Dutch, French 

and German. Since everyone, even primary school children, are immensely influenced by the 

English language, I wanted to find out what an impact English has on the children’s day to 

day communication and whether the children incorporate English in their common language 

use. I got the idea for my subject from my nine-year-old neighbor last summer. When I took 

the girls from next door with me for ice cream, one of them exclaimed: “Dream ice, that 

means droomijs in Dutch!” I was impressed by her knowledge and decided I wanted to 

investigate the influence of English in primary school children in Belgium. Because, whereas 

French is taught in Belgian primary schools from the age of eight onwards, English does not 

play an active role in language teaching until the children are 14 years old. However, the 

passive knowledge of English does seem to play an active role in day to day communication.  

 

Firstly, I will provide an overview of the position of English in the world and in Belgium 

respectively, followed by the general attitude of the Dutch-speaking population in Belgium 

towards the English language. Then, I will give a brief history of multilingualism and some 

key definitions when describing multilingual communication and the process of 

translanguaging. That overview will then be followed by some terms that are crucial in the 

domain of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), as it is important to find out how the pupils 

became multilingual in the first place. I will thereby focus on the spontaneous/passive 

acquisition of English and the day to day English expressions in the children’s language use.  

 

In order to invigorate these theories, I conducted two different kinds of research: a 

quantitative one with ca. 100 participants from the second and sixth grades, and a qualitative 

one with my neighbors’ daughters. In the quantitative one, I will argue firstly that the extent 

of English knowledge of primary school children in Belgium, and in the two schools that I 

visited in particular, is vast. All of the children, who were between eight and thirteen years 

old, could say or write down a great deal of words and were all very enthusiastic about 

English and about learning more about it. Even weeks after I went to the schools for my 
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research, children came to me and said: “Are you that English teacher who came by in our 

class a few weeks ago? It was awesome, we love English!” The results of my first research 

can be found from page 39 onwards, where I will describe this quantitative research.  

Secondly, I carried out a qualitative research with Luna an Manou. I had a short conversation 

with them in order to discover the ways in which they alternate between languages as 

emergent bilinguals. I detected that they both use English words and expressions fairly 

frequently and when they do, they mostly make use of insertional code-switching (cfr. infra). 

It would be interesting to conduct more research in this area, but unfortunately I did not have 

the opportunity to do this in such a short period of time.  
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2. English in the world  

 

According to David Crystal, the distribution of English across the globe can be divided into 

three circles, “representing the different ways in which the language has been acquired and is 

currently used” (Crystal 2003: 107). The three circles are named the inner circle, the outer 

circle and the expanding circle, and the image below is taken from David Crystal’s The 

Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language (2003: 107). It is important to note, 

though, that the divisions between the circles are not absolute, and speakers of certain 

countries may well move into another circle over the course of time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Traditional English-speaking countries like the United States of America and the United 

Kingdom belong to the inner circle, because English is their “primary language” (Crystal 

2003: 107). Other countries that belong to this circle are Ireland, Canada, Australia and New 

Zealand. This circle is called “norm-producing”, since British and American English are the 

two leading Standards of World English (Crystal 2003: 359). This means that  language 

learners should look at these varieties as a model when learning English as their second 

language.  

Countries that belong to the outer circle have been introduced to English since “the earlier 

phases of the spread of English in non-native settings” (e.g. through colonization) and have 

given English an important status as “second language” (Crystal 2003: 107). The circle 

includes countries such as Singapore, India, Malawi and over 50 more countries. In contrast to 
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the inner circle, this circle is said to be “norm-developing, in the sense that the special role of 

English in those communities is fostering an internal standard of educated usage which has a 

status and dynamic of its own.” (Crystal 2003: 359). In other words, new standardized forms 

of English are arising on the basis of the English spoken in the outer circle. Sometimes 

language learners will look at the varieties spoken in this circle, but not every scholar agrees 

on the validity of these varieties to be norm-producing.  

The third circle, then, is the extended one and this one is called “norm-dependent,” meaning 

that speakers in these countries have to rely on other standards in order to judge their own 

language proficiency. Countries in this circle recognize English as an important international 

language, though they have not given “English any special status in their language policy;” 

English is taught to pupils as a foreign language (Crystal 2003: 107). One of the most frequent 

problems in this circle is the problem of which standard to employ, since more and more 

norms are emerging via the varieties of English spoken in the outer circle.  

Belgium is a country which at present belongs to the expanding circle. While English is 

omnipresent in Belgian society and the importance of English is recognized increasingly on 

various levels of society, the language is not yet part of the official language policy. However, 

change might not be far away. Whereas English is taught as a foreign language in most 

schools from the age of fourteen onwards, experiments are conducted with teaching English 

from as early on as kindergarten, and English is already implemented in several study 

programs in Flemish universities and university colleges. Moreover, the Secretary of 

Education, Pascal Smet, has recently expressed the wish to teach English as a second 

language, on the same level as French, in Flemish schools.1 His proposition starts out from the 

fact that Flemish pupils should be more proficient in foreign languages than they have ever 

been before, because multilingualism is hugely important in our globalized society. He wants 

to move towards so-called ‘immersion schools,’ where foreign languages will be taught in a 

more playful and non-instructive way. The idea is that other classes, like geography, history 

etcetera will be taught in foreign languages, so as to bring the children into contact with a 

more natural way of acquiring a language. I will come back to this proposition later on.  

                                                 
1 The article I am referring to can be found on 
http://www.standaard.be/artikel/detail.aspx?artikelid=C33D6MMK&word=pascal+smet+engels.  
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Another famous politician, Bruno De Wever, has suggested to use English as a lingua franca 

in parliament to make an end to the incessant language dispute between the Dutch- and the 

French-speaking communities.2 This indicates that English is gaining status in Belgium, 

especially as a lingua franca, and the Belgian speakers might be on an upward movement 

towards the outer circle. Before this could be possible, however, Belgium needs to overcome 

its language issues and the different communities should work together to establish their 

preferred lingua franca.  

 

3. The language situation in Belgium  

 

Belgium is a country with a complicated language situation. There are about 11 million 

inhabitants in Belgium, who speak a variety of languages. Three of them – Dutch, French and 

German – have official status. Whereas a bit more than half of the population speaks Dutch as 

their mother tongue – in Flanders –, the other large part grows up speaking French – in 

Wallonia –, and a minority in the Eastern part speak German. However, this does not imply 

that the majority of Belgians is bilingual, let alone trilingual. As Michaël Goethals (1997) 

argues: 

It is not the case that all Belgians (not even most of them, nor all educated adults) 
are bilingual in the sense that they can easily / fluently switch from Dutch to 
French or vice versa, nor that they can operate in both these languages, nor that 
they are confronted with these languages daily. Flanders and Wallonia are, 
respectively, monolingual Dutch and monolingual French. 

(Goethals 1997: 105). 
 

Therefore, English is on the same level of ‘foreign-ness’ as French, because both English and 

French words and expressions are omnipresent in Flemish society (e.g. in multimedia, on food 

labels, maps, etc.), but it is not a “functional part of daily communication” for most people 

(Goethals 1997: 106).  

                                                 
2 The following article appeared in De Morgen, an important Flemish newspaper: 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/5036/Wetstraat/article/detail/1170056/2010/10/15/Broer-De-Wever-suggereert-
Engels-voor-Belgie.dhtml (29/06/2011).  
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There have been many disputes about language and language teaching in the country, but up 

to the present date, pupils in Flanders are taught French as their second language (L2) and 

pupils in Wallonia are instructed in Dutch as their L2. In Flanders, these French classes 

already start from a very early age onwards, sometimes even at kindergarten level. At 

multiple times in the history of Belgium, Dutch has been banned from schools (in the so-

called ‘Schoolstrijden’), which is why it is not surprising that language education policy is a 

sensitive subject in the country’s politics.  

English, however important in day-to-day communication and in many corporations in 

Belgium, is not yet part of the curriculum of Flemish schools until the age of fourteen. Some 

schools have made an effort to include some basic English education earlier on, but these are 

a rarity since teaching English is not mandatory before the second year of secondary school. 

Such an impediment could be due to the complicated history of language education explained 

above, in combination with the attitudes towards English by Dutch scholars. According to 

many pre-eminent Dutch scholars and language purists, the influence of English on the Dutch 

language should be minimized. Among the arguments against English influence are reasons 

which most of the time have got something to do with fear: fear of language impoverishment, 

or even fear that the Dutch language will disappear.  

Fortunately, not all scholars agree on the subject. J. J. Bakker, also a Dutch scholar, has 

already pointed to the advantages of using foreign, and in particular English, words in our 

daily language use from as early as 1987, and the status and influence of English in Belgium 

has only increased since. According to Bakker, there are at least ten good reasons why we 

should incorporate English words in our day to day communication without turning to 

xenomania (that is: “A mania for, or an inordinate attachment to, foreign customs, institutions, 

manners, fashions, etc.”3). He feels that language purists do not have any reason to resist the 

following reasons, which are all cited and translated from “Tien redenen” (Ten Reasons) by J. 

J. Bakker.4  

 

                                                 
3 www.thefreedictionary.com (05/072011).  
4 The Dutch article can be found in the appendix.  
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1. The absence of a Dutch equivalent. Obviously, when new objects and possibilities 

come into our world, we need to have a name for them. When there is no satisfying 

translation or neologism for the object, language users often turn to other languages in 

order to fill the gap. This is especially customary in the field of science and 

technology for instance (e.g. computer), but the borrowings are definitely not limited 

to those areas. Other examples include ‘jazz,’ ‘jet lag,’ ‘limerick,’ and ‘groupie’. 

Attempts have been made to invent a new word for these English borrowings, but 

those have mostly failed to thrive. A fairly recent example of this is the word 

‘houwtouw’, which was invented as an alternative for the English words ‘lanyard’ or 

‘key cord’, but never really spread.  

2. Another reason why the use of English words should indeed be tolerated is the need 

for change, for alternation. When writing a research paper, it is much more enjoyable 

to have some synonyms at your disposal to avoid repeating yourself time and time 

again. And in a sports review, for instance, it can be more entertaining to be able to 

switch between ‘doelpunt’ and goal. Reasons like this do not lead to language 

impoverishment at all. Quite the contrary even, they enrich the language without 

imposing itself or without suppressing Dutch words.  

3. At times, language users find the need to use a euphemism for what they want to 

express, and they thereby often turn to foreign languages to avoid sounding coarse or 

plain rude. According to J. J. Bakker, this is particularly visible in the fashion industry, 

where almost every single piece of textile is named after the English concept. 

Examples here are words like ‘raincoat’, ‘moonboots’ and ‘singlets’. Another area 

where it is - since quite recently - customary to use English loanwords is in the naming 

of job titles. Almost every job description now includes the title ‘manager’, in order to 

make the job sound more appealing.  

4. The need for brevity is also a legitimate reason to borrow from our English speaking 

friends. Instead of saying ‘verbinding’, it is much shorter and much more efficient to 

say ‘link’, as it is more appealing to say ‘hit’ instead of ‘succesnummer’ and ‘drugs’ 

instead of ‘verdovende middelen.’  



12 
 
 

 

 

 

5. The syntactic flexibility of the English language is another reason, because one of 

the benefits of English is that it employs its syllables economically. Also, a major 

advantage of the language is its ability to form compound words that are not always 

easily translatable in Dutch, unless through the complicated use of participle 

constructions etcetera. Examples include ‘split-level’, ‘off-shore’, ‘eye-opener’, 

‘teenager’, ‘bedside teaching’ and ‘foolproof.’ If you try, for instance, to translate non-

profit organization to Dutch, it would be very complex. Attempts at translation include 

‘ instelling zonder winstoogmerk’, ‘instelling die niet op winst uit is’ and ‘niet naar 

winst strevende instelling’, and those at their turn violate the need for brevity.  

6. The sixth reason why Bakker finds the borrowing of English words useful is when it 

comes to the need for precision. Most of the time, English words provide the 

language user with a wider scope when trying to express a precise meaning. The word 

‘loser’, for example, is not just the literal translation of the word ‘verliezer’, it also 

implies that the person who loses is a perennial loser, and a ‘smile’ has attracted a new 

meaning as being a vicious smile, not just a regular ‘glimlach’. Again, these words 

merely provide alternatives and enrich the Dutch language.  

7. The need for the elaboration of meaning is also an important reason to turn to 

English. The English word ‘buffer’, for instance, is more than just a ‘stootblok- of 

kussen’. There are also financial, chemical, political and other kinds of buffers, and 

those terms do not translate in Dutch either. Therefore, the English words enlarge the 

Dutch language rather than impoverishing it.  

8. The use of metaphors and imagery to enliven the language, e.g. in words such as 

‘baby boom,’ ‘black box,’ ‘ladykiller,’ ‘brainstorm,’ ‘finishing touch,’ ‘headhunter,’ 

‘pin-up,’ etc. Attempts to translate these terms or to find a valuable alternative often 

sound ridiculous or are not able to express the exact same meaning.  

9. Sometimes words that are emotionally charged are better expressed in English than 

in the Dutch equivalent, because the sounds enhance the expressiveness of the word. 

The expression ‘shit!’ for instance, is characterized by its sizzling start and its abrupt 

stop, which seems to appeal to speakers of Dutch. The plosives in words like ‘power,’ 
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‘big bang,’ ‘blunder,’ ‘kick,’ and ‘crap’ are also very attractive borrowings because of 

their expressiveness and their meaning enhancement.  

10. Often, English words are borrowed because of the connotations that they have, to 

increase the expressiveness of an utterance. Expressions like ‘in the mood’ and 

‘godfather’ come with certain implications; they have got stylistic value. At times, 

those implications can render the words with an ironic meaning.  

 

These ten reasons perfectly describe the positive effects of employing English words in one’s 

Dutch. In order for language users to be receptive to this, however, one’s attitude towards 

English should be of a positive nature.  

 

4. Language attitudes in Flanders 

 

From my personal experience, I have got to say that the overall attitudes towards English 

in Flanders are shifting. Whereas the older generations are brought up with French and 

have been surrounded by that language for many years (e.g. having had an education in 

French), the younger generation resorts more to English. This is mostly due to mass 

entertainment and the use of English in the film and music industry. What does this mean 

for their attitudes towards Belgium’s other official language, French?  

According to Housen, Janssens & Pierrard (2001a), given the number of contact hours of 

both English and French, secondary school students should be more proficient in French 

than in English. Interestingly, they have observed that, on average, Flemish pupils have 

about 930 hours of language contact with French and 540 contact hours with English, 

whereas the “stated objectives and final achievement levels at the end of secondary 

education are identical for both languages.” That is a discrepancy which they have sought 

to explain in their pilot study. By carrying out several proficiency tests (i.e. auditory 

comprehension, semi-spontaneous oral production, listening comprehension, written 

production and metalinguistic knowledge), they wanted to investigate whether the 

difference in knowledge between English and French in secondary school children is as 
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significant as it seems (Housen et al 2001b). The conclusions of their results is that the 

students they have interviewed are better in English receptive, auditory comprehension 

than they are in French. However, when it comes to the oral production skills, the 

differences are smaller. According to them, this has got to do with the “’passive’ or 

receptive contact: Flemish children may hear and read English outside the classroom much 

more than they hear and read French, but they do not speak and write English any more 

than they speak or write French. Consequently, the gains in proficiency are more strongly 

felt in the receptive domain than in the productive domain” (Housen et al. 2001b, not my 

emphasis). In addition, the “typological proximity between Dutch and English versus 

French” is an important factor as well (Housen et al. 2001b). The youngster often consider 

English an easier language than French because of the greater affinity that they have with 

the language. Moreover, there is in Flemish society “a rich extra-curricular source of input 

for their language learning process,” making English “less of a ‘foreign language’ in 

Flanders than is French” (Housen et al. 2001b). In other words, English is omnipresent in 

society and that is why especially children and adolescents are picking it up swiftly. As a 

result, the attitudes towards English are mostly positive in Flemish pupils, especially in 

contrast to their liking of French: “Flemish children also tend to be more favourably 

disposed towards English, English things and persons and learning English than they are 

towards French (Housen et al. 2001b). The results of the quantitative analysis will be 

contrasted with these results. All in all, it is fair to say that attitudes concerning English are 

positively changing, and that French is losing ground in Flanders.  

 

5. Multilingualism 

 

Multilingual speakers are people who are more or less fluent in two or more languages and 

who often switch between their languages at hand to make themselves as understandable as 

possible. They may have been raised multilingually, e.g. when both parents are L1 

speakers of different languages and want their children to be proficient in both, or they 

may have become multilingual later in life. As Auer and Wei (2009) argue, 
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multilingualism is more natural than monolingualism. Martin Luther King and his 

contemporary intellectual circle frequently switched between Latin and German, and for 

instance in large parts of Africa, language mixing is used by the elite as a matter of prestige 

(Auer & Wei 2009: 3). However, at a certain point in European history, attitudes towards 

multilingualism changed drastically. Even though “across all linguistically diverse contexts 

moving between languages is natural” (Blackledge & Creese 2010: 206), multilingualism 

was long thought of as a hazard in the past decades. It was said to have a bad influence on 

a child’s language acquisition process, or the second languages were considered to be less 

prestigious than the national language spoken in the country and were therefore “seen as a 

threat to cultural unification” (Blackledge & Creese 2010: 7). Prejudice against 

multilingualism originated during the nineteenth century, when Europe was undergoing a 

process of nationalization and unification.  

During the process of the formation of nation states in nineteenth century Europe, language 

was considered to be a key concept to unify the people living in the newly demarcated area 

of the country in question. As such, a lot of effort was put into the creation of “one 

(standard) language which was chosen to be the symbolic expression of their unity.” Those 

languages “were seen to ‘naturally’ belong to and justify the existence of the European 

nations in a one-to-one relationship” (Auer & Wei 2009: 1). Instead of acknowledging the 

diversity and richness of the various languages and dialects that were spoken in a country, 

official languages were regarded as “the only adequate indicator of nationality” 

(Hobsbawn 1990: 21, as quoted in Blackledge & Creese 2010: 7), and anyone diverging 

from the norm should be marginalized, including multilingual speakers. Up until today, 

many linguists and educators are influenced by this mode of thinking and believe that 

multilingual people should keep their languages separated, “lest they ‘contaminate’ each 

other” (Blackledge & Creese 2010: 203). However, it is hereby crucial to keep in mind that 

concepts like ‘identity’ or ‘language’ “should be understood as social constructs,” not “as 

though they were natural phenomena” (Heller 2007, as quoted by Blackledge & Creese 

2010: 29) and translanguaging, as I will argue later, is a key concept of multilingualism. As 

Lemke (2002) states: “It is not at all obvious that if they were not politically prevented 

from doing so, ‘languages’ would not mix and dissolve into one another” (2002: 85).  
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Hence, as speaking multiple languages is in fact a natural phenomenon, multilingualism is 

not the problem; monolingualism is, for imposing “a myth [that is] detached from reality” 

(Shohamy 2006: 173, as quoted by Blackledge & Creese 2010: 7). As such, Blackledge 

and Creese (2010: 16, 17) propose a change in research on multilingualism,  

which departs from notions of bilingualism as the coexistence of parallel 
linguistic systems and moves instead towards situating linguistic practices in 
social, historical, cultural and political contexts. […] In doing so, we engage with 
recent research which argues that languages are social constructs, invented by 
nations in the course of nation-building, and that linguistic resources need not be 
understood as bounded, discrete ‘languages’. Thus, we see ‘multilingualism’ as 
the appropriation and incorporation for meaning-making of any and all linguistic 
resources which come to hand.  

 

Change, which will hopefully result in a revaluation of multilingualism, must first come 

from linguists, because multilingualism is still held prisoner by nationalism and they have 

the power to academically change this. Moreover, Cummins argues that even today, most 

teachers see multilingualism as a threat. He has noticed: 

the bizarre scenario of schools transforming fluent speakers of foreign languages 
into monolingual English speakers, at the same time as they struggle, largely 
unsuccessfully, to transform English monolingual students into foreign language 
speakers (2005: 586).  

 

According to Blackledge and Creese (2010: 53), there should be “an alternative scenario in 

which instructional spaces are opened up for teaching that actively promotes cross-lingual 

transfer and language awareness, and one in which students are encouraged to view their 

multilingual talents as a valued component of their identity.” 

The same held true for Flemish education policy up until the present day. Whereas in 

Wallonia, elementary schools have had the choice to educate their pupils in two different 

languages at the same time since 1998 (the so-called immersion schools – 

Taalbadonderwijs – , of which there are 250 in Wallonia at the moment), Flanders has not 

done anything quite like this. Even now, in the test I gave to the children’s teachers, I 

noticed that multilingualism in the classroom is often frowned upon. Though a vast part of 

the children, especially the older ones, indicated that they could sometimes express 

themselves better in English than in Dutch, teachers are not yet prepared to accept the use 
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of translanguaging in the classroom. There are at present zero immersion education schools 

in the Flemish region,5 but this is about to change.  

As I have already touched upon, there has recently been a proposition by Pascal Smet, the 

Secretary of Education, concerning multilingualism in Flemish schools. If the proposition 

is put into practice, the stress will be on becoming and staying multilingual. As Pascal 

Smet puts it in his Talennota (Smet 2011: 4): 

Meertaligheid als economische noodzaak en sociale meerwaarde 
Meertaligheid is voor steeds meer kinderen en jongeren een vanzelfsprekendheid, 
in hun gezin, in de stad waar ze wonen, in hun contacten met peers, in hun 
mobiliteit, fysiek en via sociale media. Er is, met andere woorden, in onze 
omgeving, in onze scholen, in onze klassen, een meertalige werkelijkheid. We 
willen daarom aansluiten bij het Europese beleid inzake taalverscheidenheid en 
moedertaalondersteuning in het onderwijs, o.a. door  talensensibilisering en 
uitwisselingen te stimuleren. […] 
Voor wie zich in Vlaanderen in een internationale omgeving beweegt of voor wie 
letterlijk buiten Vlaanderen wil leren, werken, leven, komt met 
Standaardnederlands alleen niet ver.  Hoe groter die omgeving, hoe belangrijker 
de kennis van andere talen. In deze nota zijn de kennis van het Frans en het Engels 
hierbij prioritair. […] 
We onderschrijven de ambitie van Europa om de kinderen naast de kennis van de 
officiële taal van de regio waar ze wonen, ook die van twee andere Europese talen 
te laten spreken. Vlaanderen in Actie wil deze regio laten uitgroeien tot een 
topregio op het vlak van kennis. Dat kan alleen als kinderen in Vlaanderen 
meertalige jongeren worden, die  toegang tot de beste universiteiten, 
onderzoekscentra, bedrijven van Europa en van de wereld krijgen.6 
 

In  short, the Secretary of Education acknowledges the multilingual reality in which more 

and more Flemish – and by extension European – children and youngster live, be it at 

home, in the city where they live, in the day to day contact with their peers etcetera, and he 

expresses the wish to tune in with the European policy concerning linguistic diversity. That 

means that the knowledge of Standard Dutch does not suffice in our ever more global 

society and Flemish pupils should become proficient in two more European languages 

apart from their mother tongue if they want to be notable competitors on the international 

job market. According to Smet, Flemish pupils “should not be bilingual, but trilingual.” All 

                                                 
5 For more information about immersion education in Flanders and Wallonia, I refer to the following article: 
http://www.standaard.be/artikel/detail.aspx?artikelid=3N3D6RR0  (30/07/2011).  
6 The Talennota can be found on Pascal Smet’s website: http://www.pascalsmet.be (01/08/2011).  
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this is part of the project Vlaanderen in Actie (Flanders in Action),7 and the emphasis will 

be on multilingualism as an economic necessity and as a social value. The proposition is 

invaluable for multilingual education in Flanders and will put Flemish pupils back at the 

top of students in Europe.  

However, not all teachers are grateful for this proposal, and some wonder about the 

feasibility of the project. Mathematics teacher Sven Mettepenningen fears that his students 

will not be able to understand the English terminology and claims that explaining 

mathematics in Dutch is already complicated enough. Moreover, he wonders if there will 

be enough teachers who control their subject matter perfectly and at the same time are 

capable of expressing themselves in a foreign language. 8 Mettepenningen, who by chance 

was my mathematics teacher during secondary school, makes a fair point. How the 

proposal will be elaborated further is still unclear at the printing date of this dissertation, 

but in any case, Flanders has made the first step in the right direction towards a more 

multilingual society, and that can only be encouraged.  

In what follows, I will provide an overview of the key concepts involving bilingualism and 

multilingualism, such as translanguaging and other language alternation phenomena.  

 

5.1 The “two solitudes” of bilingualism  

When two or more languages are kept rigidly apart, Cummins (2005, 2008) speaks 

about the “two solitudes of bilingualism.” He thereby refers to the widespread belief 

that multilinguals should keep their languages separated, lest there be any cross-

contamination. Luckily, current understandings concerning multilingualism are about 

to change this oft-recurring view on the separation of languages in bilingual education. 

There are  two main opposing views on bi- and multilingualism. 

According to Cummins (2007), there are three basic assumptions underlying most 

misconceptions about multilingual education. The first one encompasses the idea that 

“the target language (TL) should be used exclusively for instructional purposes 

                                                 
7 http://ikdoe.vlaandereninactie.be/ (03/08/2011).  
8 The interview with teacher Sven Mettepenningen appeared in the Belgian newspaper  “Het Nieuwsblad” on 
Wednesday 27/07/2011.  
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without recourse to students’ first language (L1)” (Cummins 2007: 221). Cummins 

calls this the ‘Direct Method Assumption’ and argues that the credibility of this 

method is not substantiated by scientific research. On the contrary, results have shown 

that the sporadic use of the students’ L1 for instructional purposes can indeed be 

useful for their full understanding of the subject matter. In other words, 

translanguaging (cfr. infra) can be an effective auxiliary to achieve optimal 

communication.  

The second misconception is what Cummins terms the ‘No Translation Assumption.’ 

By excluding the students’ L1 in the classroom context, there can be no place for 

translation between the L1 and L2, even though studies described by Cummins (2007) 

have demonstrated that “translation promotes the acquisition of English” (227), it 

“promotes biliteracy development” and “identities of competence” (228).  

The ‘Two Solitudes Assumption’, which we will scrutinize more closely here, is the 

third misconception concerning multilingualism according to Cummins. It corresponds 

to the earlier assumptions of linguists and educators that languages should be kept 

separated. Recent findings, however, have brought about a radical change from the old 

ways of thinking about bilingual education. Blackledge and Creese (2010: 108) refer 

to the two ideologies of bilingualism as the opposition between ‘separate’ and ‘flexible 

bilingualism’.  

 

 

“separate” = parallel monolingualism (Heller) 

  Bilingualism with diglossia (Fishman 1967 + Baker 2003) 

“flexible” = translanguaging (Gracia) 

  Heteroglossia (Bailey + Bakhtin)  

 



20 
 
 

 

 

 

Heller’s (1999, 2006) view on bilingualism is based on the idea of ‘double’ or ‘parallel 

monolingualism,’ because according to Heller “true, real, good, linguistic competence 

is that which takes as its model the way one uses a language in a monolingual setting” 

(Heller 2006: 83). Hence, there is no cross-contamination between languages as they 

are used next to each other, never at the same time. In Fishman’s theories, the same 

assumption can be found. Fishman (1972) talks about bilingualism with diglossia, 

which he believes to be a universal phenomenon:  

[…] diglossia exists not only in multilingual societies which recognize several 
languages and not only in societies that utilize vernacular and classical 
varieties, but also in societies which employ separate dialects, registers, or 
functionally differentiated language varieties of whatever kind. (Fishman 1972: 
92)  
 

Fishman was right about the universality of multilingual communication. However, 

Fismhan’s view also implied a rejection of language alternation, as the two or more 

languages in question have to be kept separated.  

 

In reaction to these theories of separate multilingualism, Bailey (2007) came up with 

the term ‘heteroglossia’, which “allows one to distinguish between local functions in 

relation to their social, political, and historical contexts” (Blackledge & Creese 2010b: 

106). His is a perspective which emphasizes the importance of multilingual 

communication and language alternation phenomena, and “is fundamentally about 

intertextuality, the ways that talk in the here-and-now draws meanings from past 

instances of talk” (Bailey 2007: 272, as quoted in Blackledge & Creese 2010b: 106). 

He stresses the fact that language alternations, which are oft-recurring in multilingual 

speech, are not at all arbitrary. On the contrary, they root in a long tradition of 

multilingual communication and can be passed on.  

A similar conception can be found in the work of Ofelia Garcia, who employs the term 

‘translanguaging’ for language alternations in multilingual speech (cfr. infra). Garcia 

(Garcia 2009: speech NALDIC) compares bilingualism to the mechanism of a bicycle, 

whereby the wheels do not always turn in the same direction. She argues for a 

dynamic view on bilingualism which “does not emphasize ‘having’ English or ‘being’ 
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speaker / reader / writer of English” but which “accentuates ‘languaging’” (Garcia 

2009: speech NALDIC). According to Garcia, “languaging is a continuum that never 

ends” and “people do language to negotiate situations, they do not have language but 

languaging” (Garcia 2009: speech NALDIC, my emphasis). Moreover, she believes 

that fluency in both languages is not a prerequisite for translanguaging, as even second 

language learners can make use of it. She calls those speakers “emergent bilinguals on 

the bilingual language continuum” (Garcia 2009: speech NALDIC).  

As research in this area of linguistics is fairly new, other terms are emerging as well. 

Møller, for instance, talks about being ‘polylingual’ instead of bi- or multilingual:  

What if the participants do not orient to the juxtaposition of languages in terms 
of switching? What if they instead orient to a linguistic norm where all 
available linguistic resources can be used to reach the goals of the speaker? 
Then it is not adequate to categorise this conversation as bilingual or 
multilingual, or even as language mixing, because all these terms depend on 
the separatability of linguistic categories. I therefore suggest the term 
polylingual instead. (Møller, 2008: 218) 

 

However, I will still employ the terms bilingualism and multilingualism and will hold 

on to a more flexible definition of bilingualism whereby fluency in both languages is 

not a prerequisite and language alternation phenomena are the norm, not the exception. 

In the following subdivision, I will look at the term translanguaging more closely.  

 

5.2 Translanguaging  

Translanguaging is an approach to bilingualism and is inherent to multilingualism. 

The term can be used in various contexts. Originally, it is a term coined by Cen 

Williams (1994), who used it in the context of a pedagogical approach in Welsh 

schools whereby “the input (reading and listening) will be in one language, and the 

output (speaking and writing) in the other language” (Hornberger 2003: 82), in that 

case Welsh and English. It is a language strategy which was introduced in Welsh 

schools to make the pupils more proficient in both languages, and to make them feel 

comfortable with their preferred, home language: Welsh. However, both “languages 
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have an unequal status” (Hornberger 2003: 82). According to Williams, there are 

four potential benefits to this approach.  

1. “If the students have understood it in two languages, they’ve really 

understood it” (Hornberger 2003: 83). The idea is that if a concept is 

processed and reprocessed in more than one language, speakers have really 

understood the core of the subject matter. As Hornberger puts it: “While full 

conceptual reprocessing need not occur, linguistic processing is likely to help 

in deeper conceptualization and assimilation” (2003: 83).  

2. Secondly, translanguaging benefits the children’s proficiency in their weaker 

language. Whereas otherwise, the pupils might prefer to perform more 

difficult tasks in their stronger language, now they are able to “develop 

academic language skills in both languages and fuller bilingualism and 

biliteracy” (Hornberger 2003: 83).  

3. The third advantage has got to do with the children’s language support at 

home. If children are provided with the academic terms for their curriculum 

content in both languages, their parents might be able to assist them better in 

their homework. “Thus, a policy of translanguaging and transliteracy may 

encourage parents to become more involved in literacy support in the home” 

(Hornberger 2003: 83).  

4. The last advantage which was pointed out by Williams involves second 

language learners as well, since it could be advantageous for them to be 

integrated with already fluent speakers. “If English learners are integrated 

with first language English speakers, and if sensitive and strategic use is made 

of both languages in class, then learners can develop their second language 

ability concurrently with content learning” (Hornberger 2003: 83).  

This way of defining the concept of translanguaging, however, focuses too much on 

the acquisition of languages and departs from the acquisition process. Ofelia Garcìa 

attempted to redefine the concept by extending its meaning. What is so special about 

her definition of the notion of translanguaging, is that it takes the speaker’s 

perspective into account. It does not start out from the language itself. As Ofelia 
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Garcia points out, languaging is “a continuum that never ends” (Garcia 2009: speech 

NALDIC). She discusses translanguaging in class by Latino’s in the United States, 

and defines the concept as “a process of student or teacher use of bilingual multiple 

discursive practices as ‘sense-making’ of learning or teaching in multilingual 

classrooms” (Garcia 2009: speech NALDIC). Furthermore, Garcia (2010: 199) 

points out that translanguaging is a vital part of the new communication methods of 

twenty-first century bilinguals: 

The language practices of bilinguals in the twenty-first century go beyond 
simply using what is considered one language for certain situations and with 
different people. Bilinguals mix and choose different features that may be 
considered parts of different autonomous languages, as they discursively 
perform their meanings. They use language practices associated with one or 
another autonomous language to perform different languaging acts, 
sometimes mixing uses for different modalities of communication (listening, 
speaking, reading, writing, signing; image, icon and sound production, etc.).  
 

Moreover, the practice of translanguaging involves more than just a linguistic 

phenomenon: “translanguaging conveys not only linguistic knowledge, but also 

combined cultural, social, and political understanding that come to bear upon 

language practices” (Garcia 2010: 200). It is the combination of several aspects of 

the bilingual or multilingual speaker, given a voice through language and 

communication.  

In addition, Makoni and Mashiri (2007) also draw attention to the situation of the 

speaker himself, rather than starting out from the languages he or she speaks. 

Moreover, language users need not be fully competent in both languages in order to 

translanguage. They talk about the notion of ‘verbal repertoire,’ which is closely 

related to translanguaging: “In a verbal repertoire a speaker may have control over 

some linguistic forms associated with different ‘languages’, but this does not 

necessarily mean that the speaker has anything approaching full competence in the 

language from which the speech forms are drawn” (2007: 84).  

There are a variety of language alternation phenomena related to the concept of 

translanguaging, three of which will be discussed here, namely code-switching, 

language mixing and fused lects.  
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5.3 Language alternation 

Peter Auer (1998) writes about a “continuum of language alternation phenomena” (1) 

that are available to the multilingual speaker, ranging from utterances with to 

utterances without pragmatic function. He thereby distinguishes between code-

switching (CS), language mixing (LM) and fused lects (FL), with code-switching and 

fused lects as the polar extremes, and language mixing as a “point inbetween” which 

sometimes serves as a transitional phase (1998: 1). This distinction is also of interest 

to my subject, since it would be interesting to determine the position of the speakers 

in my research on the continuum. How far does their multilingual competence go? 

And to what extent are they aware of their mixing of two or more languages? Do 

they have to be equally competent in both languages in order to switch between 

them? First, I will provide definitions of the terms. The discussion will follow later 

on, when analyzing the qualitative research.  

 

5.3.1 Code-switching 

Code-switching is a device used by multilingual speakers to give extra 

meaning to the conversation, and those utterance produced are often of a 

metapragmatic nature. As Auer argues, “the contrast between one code and the 

other is meaningful, and can be interpreted by participants as indexing 

(contextualizing) either some aspects of the situation, or some feature of the 

code-switching speaker” (1998: 2). It is important to note, here, that the 

meaning of the term code-switching is subject to discussion. Code-switching 

can sometimes be used with a generic meaning, as the general denomination 

for all language alternation phenomena. I, however, will be using code-

switching solely with its specific meaning, i.e. as a type of language 

alternation. The following table is taken from Auer (1998: 21).  
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alternational  code-mixing fused lects 
code-switching (alternational) 

+ -as before 
- preference for one 

language code-mixing -additionally positive 
at a time (insertional) grammatical constraints 

- functional qua alternation -no choice for speaker  
- involves renegotiation of -functional as group style (obligatory) 

language of interaction -not functional qua -adaptive changes towards 
- usually at syntactic clause alternation new overall system 

boundary -partly within sentence, but 
- rhetorical/stylistic device 

for -not restricted to words 
speaker -no preference for one 

language at a time 
insertional switching -no language of interaction 

-variable but negative 
- as above but grammatical constraints 

- on small constituent 
- does not threaten language  

of interaction 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------→ 

PRAGMATICS         GRAMMAR 

 

As can be seen from the figure above, Auer distinguishes between two types of 

code-switching: alternational and insertional switching. Alternational switching 

involves the addition of a particular word or expression from another language 

into the ‘dominant language’ of interaction whereby “participants show an 

orientation towards the ‘other-languageness’ of the insertion, either by deriving 

some particular interactional meaning from it, or by relating it to the speaker’s 

momentary incompetence in the established language-of-interaction.” (Auer 

1998: 5). The moment of return to the interactional language is unpredictable, 

as interlocutors can continue in any which language. Insertional switching on 

the contrary, involves the insertion of a content word “into a surrounding 

passage in the other language” (Auer 1998: 5) and hence “does not threaten the 

language of interaction” (Auer 1998: 21).  
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Prototypically, code-switching occurs when the following parameters are met: 

1) Mostly, there is a so-called ‘dominant’ language, “i.e. it is usually 

possible to identify the language – of – interaction which is valid at a given 

moment, and until code-switching occurs” (Auer 1998: 3);  

2) When code-switching occurs, there is a particular reason to depart from 

the language – of – interaction. At that point, “code-switching signals 

‘otherness’ of the upcoming contextual frame” (Auer 1998: 3) and what is 

being said in the other language is foregrounded to attract new meaning to 

the statement.  

3) Code-switching can occur in several contexts, which are theoretically 

innumerable, “as are the interactional meanings of code-switching” (Auer 

1998:3). However, it is sometimes possible to detect ways in which 

meaning is given via code-switching as they can be passed on in a 

community of bilinguals.  

4) “Code-switching may be called a personal or group style. As group style, 

its use may be subject to normative constraints valid within a speech 

community; however, it certainly is not a variety in its own right” (Auer 

1998:3). 

5) Code-switches are usually not interesting from the point of view of 

syntactic research, as they mostly “occur at major syntactic and prosodic 

boundaries.” Hence, “the utterance units affected by the switch must be 

large enough to constitute such an activity” (Auer 1998: 3).  

6) Bilinguals using code-switching need not be equally fluent in both 

languages. Even emergent bilinguals are capable of code-switching, as 

“code-switching is possible with a very limited knowledge of the ‘other’ 

language” (Auer 1998: 3). 

 

5.3.2 Language mixing 

Language mixing is a term covering a range of language alternations, e.g. 

between two or more equally important interactional languages or between one 
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or more languages and a dialect. As has already been indicated, language 

mixing covers the wide area between the two poplar extremes of code-

switching and fused lects. While with code-switching, the alternations serve a 

specific function, language mixing does not seem to add a particular pragmatic 

function to the discourse. Also, it is almost impossible to indicate which one of 

the languages prevails as the language of interaction; “rather than one of the 

varieties involved, it seems to be their alternating use which in itself constitutes 

the ‘language’-of-interaction” (Auer 1998: 6). This does not mean, however, 

that the alternations between the languages are completely random. More 

research is needed to trace the systematic nature of LM. Moreover, the fact that 

the alternations do not seem to serve a particular pragmatic function does not 

necessarily mean that they do not have a function at all. As Auer suggest, 

“[t]he very fact of selecting a mixing mode from the repertoire […] can of 

course be of social significance; for instance, it may signal group identity” 

(1998: 9).  

Generally, language mixing is the next natural step for language users who 

frequently avail themselves of the technique of code-switching, though they do 

not necessarily have to move into the domain of language mixing, and moving 

into the other direction seems to be impossible (i.e. from LM to CS). As Auer 

argues, “compared to CS, LM seems to require a higher bilingual competence” 

(Auer 1998: 10).  

 

5.3.3 Fused lects  

Fused lects are difficult to set apart from language mixing, because the 

difference between the two is not immediately visible on the surface. The two 

have got in common that the utterances are not pragmatically meaningful. 

According to Auer, “the difference becomes visible at a deeper grammatical 

level only. While LM by definition allows variation […], the use of one 

‘language’ or other for certain constituents is obligatory in FLs; it is part of 

their grammar, and speakers have no choice” (1998: 13).  
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6. Becoming multilingual  

 

Now that I have given an overview of multilingualism and its key concepts, I will turn to 

the theory of Second Language Acquisition, as it is important to investigate how the 

children have become multilinguals in the first place. The majority of Belgian primary 

school children are indeed not raised bilingually. The following definitions all relate to the 

opposition between guided and spontaneous language acquisition.  

 

6.1 Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 

Second language acquisition refers both to the process of learning a language other 

than one’s mother tongue and to the academic discipline which studies the 

phenomenon. As Doughty & Long (2005) state:  

“[Second language acquisition] encompasses basic and applied work on the 
acquisition and loss of second (third, etc.) languages and dialects by children 
and adults, learning naturalistically and/or with the aid of formal instruction, as 
individuals or in groups, in foreign, second language and lingua franca settings. 
[...] Research on SLA is increasingly viewed as a branch of cognitive science” 
(Doughty & Long 2005:3). 

 

Thus, SLA is a broad term for a range of subjects that have got something to do with 

the acquisition and/or loss of languages. It is also the name for the academic study of 

the phenomena described. Note that there are many types of second language 

learning, and one binary opposition in the field is the distinction between “tutored 

and untutored (spontaneous) language learning” (Klein 1986: 15). Hence, SLA is not 

limited to the active acquiring of languages, but also encompasses the naturalistic 

learning of languages. This will be important for this research, seeing that most of 

the children will not have had formal instruction in English before the date of the 

test. The difference between tutored (=guided) and untutored (=spontaneous) 

language learning is more or less the same as the opposition between acquisition and 

learning, which will be explained later on.  
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6.2 Second language vs. foreign language 

The term second language is basically used as an umbrella term for any language that 

is learned after the mother tongue is acquired. As Ellis (2002) indicates, “second can 

refer to any language that is learned subsequent to the mother tongue,” and the term 

equally refers “to the learning of a third or fourth language” (3). Hence, the total 

number of languages acquired does not play a role in the naming; they are all labeled 

as a “second” language, regardless of their chronological order. In his subdivisions, 

Ellis does not draw a line between what some scholars call a ‘foreign language’ and a 

‘second language.’ He argues that “second is not intended to contrast with foreign. 

Whether you are learning a language naturally as a result of living in a country where 

it is spoken, or learning it in a classroom through instruction, it is customary to speak 

generally of ‘second language acquisition’” (Ellis 2002: 3).  

Other scholars, however, do find it valuable to distinguish between the two. The 

main difference between them would then be their spatial dimension. As de Bot et al. 

(2005) argue, “second language acquisition takes place in a setting in which the 

language to be learned is the language spoken in the local community,” whereas 

“foreign language acquisition takes place in a setting in which the language to be 

learned is not the language spoken in the local community” (de Bot et al. 2005: 7, my 

emphasis). To give an example, if a French-speaking Belgian, say from Belgium’s 

capital Brussels, would be learning Dutch, de Bot would classify that Dutch as a 

second language, because it is an official language in the country. However, if he 

would be learning Chinese, that would be seen as a foreign language, because 

Chinese has no official status in Belgium whatsoever.  

Ellis, however, as well as some other critics, would not make that distinction, 

because they argue that “it is sensible to include ‘foreign’ languages under one more 

general term of ‘second’ languages, because […] the underlying learning processes 

are essentially the same for more local and for more remote target languages, despite 

differing learning purposes and circumstances” (De Angelis 2007: 5). For 

perspicuous reasons, the acquisition of English of my informants will be classified as 

a second language, since it is difficult to determine the status of the language in the 
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country, and because all critics at least include this term in their work, be it as an 

umbrella term or as a narrow one.  

 

6.3 Acquisition vs. learning 

When having a closer look at the opposition between the acquisition of a language 

and the active learning of one, it can be particularly useful to look at the work of 

Krashen, whom will return later on as well. According to Krashen (1982), the 

difference between acquisition and learning is the way in which the language is 

learned. Language learning involves the active teaching of a language, including the 

language rules, grammar, etcetera. It is the “product of formal teaching, which results 

in ‘conscious’ knowledge about the language” (de Bot et al. 2005: 7). As Krashen 

himself describes it, “learning is knowing about a language” (Krashen 1982: 10).  

Language acquisition, however, involves the “picking up” of the language in 

question, and often goes hand in hand with subconscious processes, “very similar to 

the one children use in learning their first language” (de Bot et al. 2005: 7). In 

addition, “language acquirers are not usually aware of the fact that they are acquiring 

a language, but are only aware of the fact that they are using the language for 

communication” (Krashen 1982: 10). Speakers acquiring a language are also often 

incapable of formulating specific language rules, though they are aware of violations 

to those rules. That is why the acquisition of languages is called subconscious, 

because according to Krashen we are “not consciously aware of the rules of the 

languages we have acquired” (Krashen 1982: 10). A parallel terminology is the 

distinction between active ( = guided learning) and passive ( = spontaneous 

acquisition) language learning.  

A certain cautiousness, however, is in order with respect to these definitions. As Ellis 

(2002) points out, “learning incidentally is not the same as learning without 

conscious attention.” (55) According to him, “Krashen has failed to recognize that 

‘incidental’ acquisition might in fact still involve some degree of conscious 

‘attention’ to input” (Ellis 2002: 55). Obviously, it is not self-evident to side with any 
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of these theories completely, because further research will be necessary to contradict 

or confirm any of these conflicting statements. However, turning to my own 

research, I have got to admit that many of the interrogated pupils were not aware of 

any English knowledge prior to the test. We will have a closer look at this issue when 

discussing the quantitative research.  

 

6.4 Krashen’s Monitor Hypothesis  

Now that I have cleared out the distinction between acquisition (i.e. the “picking up” 

of a language, be it consciously or unconsciously) and learning (i.e. “the product of 

formal teaching”), it is time to have a closer look at Krashen’s so-called Monitor 

Hypothesis, which posits that “acquisition and learning are used in very specific 

ways. Normally, acquisition ‘initiates’ our utterances in a second language and is 

responsible for our fluency.” On the other hand, “learning has only one function, and 

that is as a Monitor, or editor” (Krashen 1982: 15). In other words, any utterance 

initiates from our acquired system and can then be modified by the learned system, 

correcting one or more aspects of the utterance according to the rules learned. There 

is, however, a certain hierarchy of importance involved when it comes to this binary 

opposition. As Krashen states, “the Monitor Hypothesis implies that formal rules, or 

conscious learning, play only a limited role in second language learning 

performance” (1982: 16).  

 
Image taken from Krashen (1982: 16) 

 

In order for the learned system to fully operate, three conditions have to be met. All 

citations come from Krashen’s Principles and Practice in Second Language 

Acquisition (1982: 16).  
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1. Time: “In order to think about and use conscious rules effectively, a second 

language performer needs to have sufficient time. For most people, normal 

conversation does not allow enough time to think about and use rules. The over-

use of rules in conversation can lead to trouble, i.e. a hesitant style of talking and 

inattention to what the conversational partner is saying.”  

2. Focus on form: “To use the Monitor effectively, time is not enough. The 

performer must also be focussed on form, or thinking about correctness (Dulay 

and Burt, 1978). Even when we have time, we may be so involved in what we are 

saying that we do not attend to how we are saying it.” 

3. Know the rule: “This is a very formidable requirement. Linguistics has taught us 

that the structure of language is extremely complex, and they claim to have 

described only a fragment of the best known languages. We can be sure that our 

students are exposed only to a small part of the total grammar of the language, 

and we know that even the best students do not learn every rule they are exposed 

to.” 

 

According to Krashen, when you put language learners “in situations where the three 

conditions are met, when they have the time, are focused on form, and know the rule, 

the error pattern changes, reflecting the contribution of the conscious grammar” 

(Krashen 1982: 17). At times where all three conditions are satisfied, the language 

learner will even be able to generate rules that his learned system has not yet 

acquired. The optimal condition is therefore one where all parameters are met. 

However, that does not mean that full competence is always achieved. As Krashen 

states, “a performer may not fully utilize his conscious grammar,” even in an optimal 

condition (Krashen 1982: 16). In addition, Krashen also draws a comparison between 

the Monitor of adults and a child’s Monitor, because the Monitor is influenced by the 

L1 knowledge: “The availability of the conscious grammar, the Monitor, allows 

adults to produce formally acceptable utterances using first language rules repaired 

by the Monitor.” Furthermore, “the use of this mode does not require comprehensible 

input; it helps the acquirer to talk early, to participate in conversations, and thereby 
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obtain input, at least some of which will be comprehensible” (Krashen 1982: 44). 

Moreover, younger children get lesser comprehensible input than older children and 

grown-ups, so their L2 acquisition will naturally go slower.  

 

6.5 Implicit vs. explicit learning 

Another distinction to be made it the one between implicit and explicit language 

learning, which is closely related to the difference between acquisition and learning. 

According to Ellis (1994), “implicit learning is the acquisition of knowledge about 

the underlying structure of a complex stimulus environment by a process that takes 

place naturally, simply and without conscious operations.” Explicit learning, on the 

other hand, “is a more conscious operation where the individual makes and tests 

hypotheses in search for structure” (Ellis 1994, as quoted by de Bot et al. 2005:9). 

Again, the definitions of consciousness and unconsciousness are called into question. 

As I have said before, I tend to agree with Ellis, who states that implicit knowledge is 

“a non-conscious and automatic abstraction of a structural nature of the material 

arrived at from experience of instances” (Ellis 1994, as quoted  in de Bot et al. 2005: 

9). On the contrary, explicit knowledge is attained “through selective learning (the 

learner searching for information and building then testing hypotheses), or, because 

we can communicate using language, explicitly via given rules (assimilation of a rule 

following explicit instruction” (de Bot et al 2005:9).  

The opposition between implicit and explicit language learning is closely related to 

the distinction between incidental and intentional learning. According to de Bot et al. 

(2005: 10): 

When a person reads for pleasure and doesn’t bother to look up a word he or 
she doesn’t know in the dictionary, but a few pages later realizes what that 
word means, then incidental learning is said to have taken place. If a teacher 
instructs a student to take a text and read it and find out the meanings of 
unknown words, then it becomes an intentional learning activity.  

 

Applying these definitions to my test subjects means that those pupils – apart from a 

minority who have already had some English tutorials – have acquired what they 
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already know through implicit, incidental language acquisition. The degree to which 

the pupils have already picked up the English language varies according to their age, 

gender, the input to which they are exposed etc. But, more importantly for this 

research, motivation and attitude play a significant role in their L2 acquisition.  

 

6.6 Krashen’s Input Hypothesis 

Krashen’s Input Hypothesis is a model which tries to explain how language learners 

acquire a language, and holds true for both first and second language acquisition. It 

sets out from the fact that we acquire a language in different stages, and each stage 

provides input to arrive at the next level of competence. First, there is always a 

“silent period” during which language learners are able to comprehend, but not yet 

produce the language they are acquiring (Krashen 1985). Krashen claims that “we 

acquire by understanding language that contains structure a bit beyond our current 

level of competence (i + 1). This is done with the help of context or extra-linguistic 

information” (Krashen 1982: 21). The language learner’s current level of proficiency 

is hereby represented as i, and the information that is available to the learner to arrive 

at the next level is represented by 1. Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991) argue in this 

respect that:  

unknown structures are understood, the necessary precursor for acquisition in 
Krashen’s model, through the help of linguistic and extra-linguistic context, 
knowledge of the world, previously acquired linguistic knowledge, and in a 
classroom by these means and such devices as pictures, translations and 
explanation (Larsen-Freeman and Long 1991: 242).  

 

Although reference is made to active language teaching in this quote, this by no 

means implies that people who acquire a language through picking it up rather than 

learning it via instruction, cannot arrive at the next level of competence. Second 

language acquirers merely need enough input from their surroundings.  

When it does involve the active teaching of a language, however, Krashen 

distinguishes three types of modified language use in order to provide the input for I 

+ 1: ‘foreigner talk,’ ‘teacher talk,’ and ‘interlanguage talk.’ ‘Foreigner talk’ 
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basically means that native speakers will adapt their language use to the level of the 

language learner they are talking to (+ 1). ‘Teacher talk’ refers to “foreigner talk in 

the classroom, the language of classroom management and explanation, when it is in 

the second language” (Krashen 1982: 24). When both of the speakers are second 

language learners the variety spoken is termed ‘interlanguage talk.’  

According to Wolfgang Klein (1986), when second language learners speak, they 

focus mostly on communication (17). He states that “what is avoided by the learner 

are those words or constructions he is not certain of; these are replaced by 

paraphrases, and if none are available, the learner tends to avoid the particular topic, 

or even the situation in which the missing elements of language might prove 

necessary” (Klein 1986: 17). Moreover, “a further essential aspect of learning a 

second language through contact with everyday situations is the marginal attention 

paid to the language itself. The learner focuses instead on communication, and is 

prepared to use any means to serve that end” (Klein 1986: 17). This issue is also 

related to translanguaging, cfr. supra.  

 

6.7 Krashen’s Affective Filter Hypothesis 

According to Krashen (1982), the success or failure of second language acquisition is 

dependent on different factors – the so-called ‘Affective Filters’ –  such as 

motivation, anxiety and self-confidence. It aims at explaining the different levels of 

proficiency in people who get more or less the same input and have the same 

language background. The conclusion is that language learners should be highly 

motivated, they should have plenty of confidence and little anxiety in order for their 

language acquisition process to be successful. As Stevick (1976) states: “The 

Affective Filter Hypothesis captures the relationship between affective variables and 

the process of second language acquisition by positing that acquirers vary with 

respect to the strength or level of their Affective Filters” (Stevick 1976, as quoted by 

Krashen 1982: 31). The Affective Filter Hypothesis implies that the attitude of the 

language learner is crucial in the process of successfully acquiring a language.  
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When language users fail to acquire a second language, it is mostly due to their 

affective filter: “one way of accounting for nonlearning in Krashen’s (1985) view 

was to claim that learners had not received comprehensible input in sufficient 

quantities (i.e. Krashen’s Input Hypothesis, see 6.6); another would be to claim that 

an inappropriate affect was to blame” (Gass & Selinker 2008: 402). Gass and 

Selinker also argue that if the filter is working, “the input is prevented from passing 

through, as a result of which there can be no acquisition” (2008: 402). On the other 

hand, “in case the filter is down, or low, and if the input is comprehensible, the input 

will reach the acquisition device and acquisition will take place” (Gass & Selinker 

2008: 402). In what follows, we will have a look at different kinds of motivations 

that can explain this Affective Filter Hypothesis.  

 

6.8 Factors influencing L2 acquisition: motivation and attitude  

As Krashen’s Affective Filer Hypothesis tries to prove, language learners who are 

attitudinally and motivationally more positively inclined towards a language are 

more likely to be more proficient in that language than other language learners. This 

is also stated by Gardner and Lambert (1972), who “have found that positive 

attitudes toward the target language and the target language group and an integrative 

versus instrumental motivation to learn the language are associated positively with 

second language achievement” (as quoted in Genesee & Hamayn 1980: 96).  

Whereas most scholars only differentiate between two different types of motivation 

(namely integrative motivation on the one hand, and instrumental motivation on the 

other), Ellis (2002) provides definitions for four different kinds of motivation: 

instrumental, integrative, resultative and intrinsic. I will now discuss each of these 

types in more detail.  

 

1. Instrumental 

A motivation is called instrumental when the language learner has a practical 

purpose in mind when acquiring a language. Ellis (2002) places practical reasons 
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such as trying to pass examinations, job interviews and getting into college in this 

category. De Bot et al. (2005) refer to this kind of motivation as “the ‘Carrot and 

Stick’ type: the learner wants to learn the second language to gain something 

‘now’ from it” (de Bot et al. 2005: 72).  

 

2. Integrative 

De Bot et al explain integrative motivation as “[being] based on an interest in the 

second language and its culture and [referring] to the intention to become part of 

that culture” (2005: 72). The emphasis here lies on a particular ethno linguistic 

group, which the language leaner wants to be a part of. As Ellis puts it: “some 

learners may choose to learn a particular L2 because they are interested in the 

people and culture represented by the target-language group” (Ellis 2002: 75). 

Some scholars have wondered which of these two motivational types would be 

best in the long run, and Larsen-Freeman and Long conclude that “an 

instrumentally oriented learner can be as intensely motivated as an integratively 

one; however, they hypothesized that the latter orientation would be better in the 

long run for sustaining the drive necessary to master the L2” (1991: 173). An 

example of this type of motivation can be found in English-speaking Canadians 

trying to master the French language. 

 

3. Resultative 

Sometimes motivation is not the initiator of L2 competence. As Ellis (2002) 

points out, learners can become more and more motivated as they become more 

proficient in their second language. In this case, the motivation is called 

resultative, as it is the result of previously acquired competence in the L2.  

 

4. Intrinsic  

When learning a second language involves “the arousal and maintenance of 

curiosity,” the kind of motivation is called intrinsic. That motivational type “can 

ebb and flow as a result of such factors as learners’ particular interests and the 
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extent to which they feel personally involved in learning activities” (Ellis 2002: 

76).  

 

Hence, motivation is a dynamic factor in language learning; “it is not something that 

a learner has or does not have but rather something that varies from one moment to 

the next, depending on the learning context or task” (Ellis 2002: 76). Also, one kind 

of motivation does not exclude the other: the language learner can feel motivated in 

different ways during the course of learning / acquiring.  
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7. Research 

7.1 Quantitative research  

7.1.1 Informants and methodology  

In order to collect my data I visited two Belgian primary schools in East-

Flanders from February to April, namely Vrije Basisschool Denderbelle and 

BSGO De Bijenkorf in Dendermonde, both of which are in (East-) Flanders. My 

aim was to test how extensive the children’s knowledge of English was, what 

their attitudes were towards English and whether they could estimate how much 

English they already knew. Moreover, since it could be interesting to see when 

the spontaneous acquisition of English kicks in, I went to both the second grade 

and the sixth grade. From the second grade, 57 pupils participated in the test. All 

of them were aged seven to nine. Because it is the aim of this dissertation to map 

the knowledge of Belgian primary school students prior to instruction, the fact 

that one of the pupils from the second grade is bilingual in Dutch and English 

should be considered. However, since she claims that Dutch is more of her 

mother tongue than English is, and she only speaks English with her father, I 

opted to include her questionnaire as well. As we did the questionnaire 

classically in the second grade and this particular pupil was quite helpful in 

completing the test, her results should be taken into account as well.  

I visited the children from the second grade of BSGO De Bijenkorf during their 

religion classes. Most of the pupils in these classes did need some help to fill out 

the questionnaire, whereas the elder pupils did not need any assistance from me 

or their teachers. In the sixth grade, I interrogated 48 students, who were all 

between the ages of 11 and 13. In total, 105 pupils were tested.  

Since my aim in this part of the study was to investigate how extensive the 

children’s knowledge of English vocabulary already was, I presented the classes 

with a written test. They had to identify certain words that were read to them as 

English or as Dutch, and there was a translation exercise in both ways. 

Moreover, I wanted to ask about their attitudes towards the English language and 
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to see whether they were anxious or not about studying English. I also wanted to 

find out where the children had picked up those English words that they already 

knew and how good they are at estimating their own proficiency. Lastly, the 

teachers were also handed a little test so that I could find out more about their 

attitudes towards English and to see if the children actively used English in class 

sometimes.  

 

7.1.2 Data and discussion  

1. Spreek je thuis Engels?9 

 

In the second grade, I interrogated 56 pupils. Out of those 56 students, only 

one of them spoke English at home, primarily with her English speaking 

father. Since this research aims to map the knowledge of those Flemish 

children who have not been educated in English yet, I considered to ignore 

the results of her questionnaire. However, she did tell me that she considered 

Dutch to be her primary language and mother tongue, because her use of 

English is not limited to her home situation and she speaks Dutch in a much 

more varied context. Her questionnaire is therefore reckoned with, yet it is 

important to take into account her prior knowledge of English in the test 

results, since her lexicon will be more extensive than those of her peers.  

                                                 
9 Do you speak English at home?  

2%

98%

Spreek je thuis Engels?
2de leerjaar.

ja nee
4%

96%

Spreek je thuis Engels? 
6de leerjaar.

ja nee
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Out of the 48 students in the sixth grade, two indicated that they speak 

English at home, whereas the other 46 indicated Dutch (or several other 

languages). However, when asked about it, those two pupils explained that 

English is not their mother tongue at all; they merely meant that they 

occasionally use English words or expressions at home. This result is 

therefore a fallacy, because in truth neither of those 48 pupils can be 

considered as L1 speakers.  

Other languages that were indicated by the children as their home language 

were French, Arabic and Persian, but the majority of the 104 pupils 

interrogated have Dutch as their mother tongue, or at least speak Dutch at 

home most of the time. Hence, the linguistic background is more or less the 

same for most of the participants.  

 

2. Ben je ooit al in een Engelstalig land geweest? Bijvoorbeeld Groot-Brittannië, 

Amerika,…?  Zo ja: hoe lang?10 

 

  SECOND GRADE SIXTH GRADE 

Yes 9 16% 12 25% 

No 47 84% 36 75% 

 

In this question, pupils were asked if they have ever visited an English 

speaking country, and if so, how much time they have spent there. This 

could be valuable when considering how often and to what extent pupils 

have been exposed to English. From the second grade, only 9 pupils 

indicated that they have been to a country where people speak English. Most 

of them have spent a week there; one pupil was there for ten days and two 

others vacationed there for two weeks.  

In the sixth grade, twelve students indicated to have visited an English 

speaking country, eight of whom were there for one week, two of them for 

                                                 
10 Have you ever visited an English speaking country? E.g. Great-Britain, The United States of America,…? If 
so: for how long?  
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ten days and the other two for two weeks. What is important to note here, is 

that in all four classes, pupils started asking me about which countries are 

considered to be English speaking and which are not. Clearly, a majority of 

the interrogated children think that English is the national language of many 

countries such as Spain, Italy, Turkey or Greece. This could be due to the 

fact that a lot of Belgians go on a holiday to those countries and use English 

as a lingua franca there. In any case, it was surprising for me to find out that 

there are a lot of misconceptions concerning countries where English is 

spoken. Seeing that only a minority of children has already visited an 

English speaking country and most of them will probably not have had 

extensive contact with native speakers, the influence of ‘foreigner talk’ is 

negligible.  

 

The following three questions will be dealt with at the same time, since they all deal with the 

same subject: the children’s motivations concerning the English language and studying 

English. Firstly, the charts will be shown with a short description of what they signify. Then, I 

will link the children’s motivational arguments to the distinction that was made by Ellis 

(2002), cfr. supra.  

 

3. Vind je Engels een mooie taal? Waarom wel/niet? 11 

 

                                                 
11 Do you think English is a beautiful language? Why / why not?  

86%

14%

Vind je Engels een mooie taal? 
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The majority of all the students from the second and the sixth grade think 

that English is a beautiful language, namely 90,5% in total. Only eight pupils 

from the second grade and two from the sixth grade answered this question 

negatively.  

 

4. Zou je nu al graag Engels leren? Waarom wel/niet?12 

 

Again, the response to this question was largely positive. Forty-five students 

from the second grade and forty-seven from the sixth grade are already 

enthusiastic, whereas twelve pupils from both grades have their doubts 

about this earlier acquisition. The reasons for this will be explained in the 

discussion.  

 

5. Vind je het belangrijk om Engels te leren, bijvoorbeeld voor je toekomst, omdat het 

cool is,…? Waarom wel/niet? 13 

 

Although there is still plenty of enthusiasm here, this question gets the least 

positive response of the three motivational questions. Up to 80% from the 

second grade and 94% from the sixth grade see the importance of studying 

English in life, whereas fourteen students in total merely think of English as 

                                                 
12 Would you already like to learn English? Why / Why not?  
13 Do you think it is important to study English, e.g. for your future, because it is cool,…? Why / Why not?  
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a cool and practical language, but not as a vital addition to their 

multilingualism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now I will subdivide the reactions of the children to the motivational questions by means 

of assigning them to one of Ellis’ (2002) subdivisions: instrumental, integrative, 

resultative and intrinsic. Most of the reactions, however, can be filed under the former 

two.  

 

1) Instrumental motivation 

Instrumental motivations are “based on a more practical need to communicate in 

the second language” (de Bot et al. 2005: 72). So when pupils indicate that they 

want to learn English for practical reasons, the underlying motivation is an 
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instrumental one. These are the reactions given; they can be found in 

questionnaires from both grades:  

� English is spoken in a great deal of countries; it is a world language.  

� I have got English speaking family members and I want to be able to 

communicate with them when I see them or when we visit them.  

� I want to learn English so I can talk to tourists who visit Belgium and for 

instance give them directions.  

� I think English is important for my future.  

� I want to be able to understand English songs, so that I know what I am 

singing.  

� I would like to learn English so that I can ask questions when I travel to an 

English-speaking country or say that I am lost and need help.  

� I want to be able to understand English-speaking people so that I can 

follow their conversations. 

� I want to prepare myself for secondary school, where we will have to learn 

English.  

� English is important if you play a lot of video and computer games, 

because they are mostly in English.  

� I think it is best to learn English as early as you can.  

� Everyone has to be able to speak English, for practical purposes.  

� I want to study in the United States.  

When answering the motivational questions, a lot of children had practical 

purposes in mind as a motivation to learn English. Clearly, they mainly want to 

learn English because they want to be able to have a conversation; at the moment, 

they know a variety of words, but an actual, fluent conversation is still considered 

to be difficult. One of the answers that I was pleasantly surprised by was “I think 

it is best to learn English as early as you can.” This pupil was convinced – and 

rightly so – that if she would already be instructed in English, she would be able 

to attain a higher level of proficiency later in life. Another pupil indicated that he 

thought that “everyone should be able to speak English,” because globally it is an 
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important language and anyone who is not fluent in English will be left out of 

technical innovations and such. Others answers are related to the source where 

children pick up most of their knowledge from: English lyrics and English video 

games.  

 

2) Integrative motivation 

The integrative motivation has to do with those reactions that are “based on an 

interest in the second language and its culture and [that refer to] the intention to 

become part of that culture” (de Bot et al. 2005: 72). The following reactions to 

the questions above illustrate an integrative motivation:  

� English is a beautiful language. 

� English is a fun / funny language. 

� I like pronouncing English words, it has got a funny ring to it.  

� You can hear English everywhere; it is an important aspect of everyone’s 

culture.  

� It is ‘kool’ / cool.  

� I like the English accent. 

� English is an important language.  

� I think that English is very useful.  

� It is a posh language.  

Seemingly, a lot of pupils have in mind that many people can speak English 

worldwide, and they are eager to join that community of speakers of English for 

all sorts of reasons. As such, English is seen as a lingua franca. Most of the pupils 

are influenced by the fact that English is the language of innovation and it is 

usually seen as ‘cool’ to speak English, as it is the language of popular culture.  

 

3) Intrinsic motivation 

The intrinsic motivation involves “the arousal and maintenance of curiosity” (Ellis 

2002: 76). Therefore, if language learners acquire English for the purpose of for 
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instance a hobby, English will make them more enthusiastic for that hobby. The 

following examples were found: 

� English is important if you play a lot of video and computer games, 

because they are mostly in English. 

� I want to understand English songs and musicals.  

� I want to study in the United States.  

When it comes to English video and computer games, it is much more pleasing to 

be able to understand what you are supposed to do instead of merely trying 

everything out to see how things work. That a lot of children learn English via 

video games will be proven later in this research, when discussing the children’s 

translation of the word ‘play’ (cfr. infra).  

Also, one pupil answered that she wanted to learn English for her greatest passion: 

musicals. Since often the songs are in English, she is very enthusiastic about the 

English language and has got a significant mainspring to study it; she is 

personally involved because of her hobby. In addition, the pupil who indicated 

that she wanted to study in the United States did not only have a practical purpose 

in mind, but is also motivated because she will need mastering of the English 

language as a prerequisite to get into an American college. And maybe her love 

for English has inspired her to want to go to America in the first place and 

improve her English, which is why there is also a resultative motivation involved.  

 

4) Resultative motivation 

As was already stated above, learners can become more and more motivated as 

they become more proficient in their second language (Ellis 2002). Although the 

levels of proficiency in the interrogated pupils are mostly not that significant, 

there are a few students who indicated to have a resultative motivation to learn 

English: 

� I want to study in the United States, as explained above.  
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� I can already speak English quite well, so I would like to be able to write it 

perfectly as well. Clearly, speaking English made the pupil want to be able 

to get more proficient in English and improve the writing skills as well.  

 

5) Other reasons 

Lastly, there were also a couple of reasons which do not belong in any of the 

categories above, and which all revolve around the fact that they consider English 

to be an ‘easy’ language.  

� English resembles Dutch, so it is easy for us to learn it. 

� It’s easier than learning French of Italian.  

� It’s something different than what we are used to. 

� It is an easy language. 

Quite some children seem to think that English is an easy language. The 

explanation for this can be that at present, Flemish people are surrounded by 

English in so many ways (e.g. on radio and television) that the language sounds 

rather familiar to them and they pick up a lot of words unconsciously. Therefore, 

when they actually start to learn English, they already have a head start and do not 

have so many problems to acquire the language further.  

 

There were also some negative reactions to these questions, though most of those pupils 

did not state a reason for their opinion. The main reasons why the idea of learning 

English already was rejected by them are: 

� I’m not good at English, so I do not want to study it at school.  

� Because we already have to study French and the addition of another language 

may complicate matters.  

� School is already hard enough, I do not want to have more courses.  

These negative responses are therefore led by personal issues, such as not being good at 

languages or at studying in general. Luckily, this is only a small minority, and most 

children have a positive attitude towards English and are very much looking forward to 

studying English.  
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6. Heb je ooit al eens Engelse les gekregen, bijvoorbeeld op een taal kamp, van broers 

of zussen, of op school? Zo ja: vond je dit leuk?14 

 

 

The first thing that stands out here is that most of the pupils have not had any English 

lessons prior to the test, be it a formal or an informal instruction. From the second 

grade, only 7% of the students claim to have had an English lesson before. From the 

sixth grade, already 18 pupils or a number of 37% have already been instructed in 

English in some kind of way. That is a significant difference, and may relate to the 

fact that the pupils from the sixth grade already get French classes and are therefore 

more apt to being curious about other languages.  

Most of the pupils indicated that they were instructed by family members, such as 

older brothers and sisters who are older than fourteen and get English classes in 

school, or parents who want them to get a head start. In the sixth grade, the 

occasional student has already been on a language camp, though no one in the second 

grade has ever endeavored such a way of English classes. One of the pupils has got 

English classes from his Australian family at one point, but that was when he was 

younger and he has forgotten a lot of those words already.  

Out of those 22 pupils in total, 19 indicated that they thought it was fun to be 

instructed in English. The reasons given are that they believe that translating is fun 

                                                 
14 Have you ever had any (formal or informal) English instruction, for instance at a language camp, from your 
brothers or sisters or at school? And if yes: did you enjoy it?  
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and a good exercise to gain more English knowledge, and that they thought it was 

useful to be able to ask certain questions when they are on holiday. The other pupils 

who did not enjoy it as much state that it was too hard for them to follow, or that they 

were not that good at it so they simply gave up on English.  

 

Again, the following two questions will be dealt with simultaneously.  

 

7. Vind je Engels een gemakkelijke taal om te begrijpen? Waarom wel/niet?15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
15 Do you think English is an easy language to understand? Why / why not?  
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8. Vind je Engels een gemakkelijke taal om te spreken? Waarom wel/niet?16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although some pupils have asked me if they could indicate both the options (yes and 

no) to denote that they think that English is sometimes an easy language to 

understand / produce, I told them not to. The reason why I did not provide an option 

‘sometimes’ is that I thought too many children would go for this option instead of 

really thinking this question through. You either find it easy do listen to or speak a 

language or you do not.  

The first obvious difference is the one between the second and the sixth grade. 

Clearly, pupils from the sixth grade reckon that they have a better level of 

understanding and a better level of producing English than the ones from the second 

grade, who are in general not that positive about their own proficiency. In the second 

grade, only 30% of the pupils indicate that they believe that English is an easy 

language to understand, whereas the majority of pupils (namely 77%) from the sixth 

                                                 
16 Do you think English is an easy language to produce? Why / why not?  
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grade indicate to have no problem in understanding English at all. That is a clear 

opposition which obviously has got something to do with their age. As Krashen 

(1982) posited, younger children get lesser comprehensible input, which might 

explain this discrepancy.  

When it comes to question number eight, the results are remarkably different. Of the 

56 pupils of the second grade, only 15 think that English is an easy language to 

produce, which corresponds to only 27%. That percentage is slightly below the result 

of question seven. However, in the sixth grade, the percentage has dropped to 58%, 

which is 9% below the percentage of question seven. This is a significant difference, 

so there should be an explanation at hand. For one possible explanation, we have to 

turn to Krashen’s Inpot Hypothesis, cfr. supra. One theorem of that hypothesis 

implies that there is a ‘silent period’ in language learning. That is a phase in language 

acquisition where comprehension comes before production (Krashen 1985).  

Therefore, it is easier to understand a language (which relates to a person’s passive 

language knowledge) than to produce it (which is part of the language learner’s 

active knowledge).  

A few pupils from the sixth grade have given an explanation for both questions. 

Firstly, there were a couple of reasons why some pupils have difficulty with 

understanding and /  or producing English:  

� I think English is a difficult language because English-speaking people talk 

so fast. If they would speak slower, then maybe I would be able to understand 

more of what they are saying.  

� English is difficult to produce because they do not write the words the way 

they should be pronounced.  

� I think English is a strange language; it sounds like Chinese to me.  

The majority of pupils, however, do believe that English is an easy language to 

understand and / or produce, and the reasons given are:  

� English is an easy language, because a lot of words resemble Dutch.  
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� I generally do not have many problems to understand English, because the 

language is everywhere and I have already picked up many words from song 

lyrics and television programs.  

� English is an easy language as opposed to for instance French, which has a 

complicated grammar with all the conjunctions.  

� English is omnipresent in computer games and that is why I have already 

learned so many English words.  

� I have been to many English-speaking countries so that is why I do not have 

any difficulties to understand English. Producing it, however, is still hard 

sometimes.  

Seemingly, most pupils who have a positive attitude towards speaking and listening 

to English are the ones who have picked up the language through daily contact with 

English (e.g. by playing games or watching television) and because English is a 

lingua franca in many countries in the world.  

 

9. Voer je zelf wel eens gesprekken in het Engels? Zo ja: in welke situatie? Met wie?17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
17 Do you ever have conversations in English? If yes: in what kind of situation? With whom?  

11%

89%

Voer je zelf wel eens gesprekken in het 
Engels? 2de leerjaar. 
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To the questions ‘in what kind of situation and with whom?’, the following answers 

were given:  

� I often speak English with a bilingual friend who is more proficient in 

English than in Dutch, which sometimes results in communication problems.  

� When my Australian family visits, the lingua franca is always English, as 

they do not speak any other language.  

� Sometimes, my brothers and sister and I speak English in front of our parents 

so that they cannot understand what we are saying. Then we can share our 

secrets or say mean things.  

� I sometimes write in English when playing online computer / Xbox games.  

� With a friend, just for fun.  

� With friends in class, to say something that the others or the teacher must not 

hear. But mostly these are more conversations in both languages at the same 

time.  

� I sometimes use English curse words (though my parents do not like that).  

� When I am in a chat room and on Facebook. 

� During holidays, I try to express myself in English when I need something.  

� My parents are already teaching me some English words and expressions, and 

we practice them during dinner.  

 

37%

63%

Voer je zelf wel eens gesprekken in het 
Engels? 6de leerjaar. 

ja

nee
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Only six out of 56 pupils from the second grade have an occasional conversation in 

English, which corresponds to 11%. More often, the children implement English 

words in their Dutch conversations, sometimes without even realizing that those are 

English words (e.g. please, cfr. infra). In the sixth grade, the percentage has already 

risen to 36%, and almost all of the children claim to use English words and 

expressions frequently in a spoken or in a written form (e.g. in text messages and on 

social network sites, see question ten).  

Most of them indicated to speak English with their parents, brothers or sisters and 

with friends, and mostly they have not really got a compelling reason to speak it; 

speaking English is ‘just for fun.’ Occasionally, English is sued as a ‘secret’ 

language to leave out people who are not allowed to understand what is being said 

(i.e. parents, siblings or teachers). At other times, however, English is mainly used as 

a lingua franca on holiday, with English speaking family members or on the 

computer (i.e. for communication purposes and in video games). One remarkable 

answer was the one where the pupil indicated that she and her friends sometimes use 

both languages at the same time for optimal communication. In other words, they 

make do with code-switching and translanguaging for the purpose of 

communication: getting your message through, regardless of the languages that are 

spoken.  
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10. Schrijf je wel eens in het Engels, bijvoorbeeld op Facebook of via SMS?18 

 

Only 16% of the pupils from the second grade claims to occasionally write 

something in English. Yet, it is a slightly higher percentage than the number of 

children who sometimes have an English conversation. I thought that was surprising, 

because I would have expected them to be more confident about their speaking skills 

than about their writing skills, especially since there is such a big discrepancy 

between English pronunciation and the way the words are written, as one sound can 

have multiple orthographies, and it is much more difficult to ‘pick up’ how a 

language is written. Moreover, they have not had any formal English education yet, 

so writing should be more difficult for them than producing English. Maybe these 

                                                 
18 Do you ever write in English, for instance on Facebook or in a text message?  
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younger children are very self-conscious about their pronunciation and are scared of 

making errors, whereas when you write something down, (negative) feedback does 

not usually follow immediately.  In the sixth grade, the percentage for both speaking 

and for writing English is 37%. Again, there is no notable difference between the 

two, so I have had to adjust my expectations.  

 

11. Vind je van jezelf dat je goed Engels kan spreken?19 

 SECOND GRADE SIXTH GRADE 
Yes 8 15% 29 57% 

No 46 85% 22 43% 

 

Only 15% of the pupils from the second grade have confidence in their own language 

proficiency, whereas of the older students, a slight majority (57%) is convinced that 

they speak English well. I must admit that these numbers do seem to correlate to 

reality, as a great deal of my test pupils are remarkably well at using – isolated or not 

–  English words and expressions. Other than this vast difference between the two 

age groups, it is also remarkable that the children are so confident about their 

speaking skills, when only 11% from the second grade and 37% from the sixth grade 

have indicated to converse in English every now and then. Any reasons for this are 

unclear.  

 

12. Denk je dat je beter Engels kan, of beter Frans?20 

Next, I wanted to explore the children’s knowledge of English versus French. From 

the fifth grade onwards, children get actively instructed in French in the schools that 

I have visited. Moreover, younger children are already introduced to French from as 

early on as kindergarten (in BSGO De Bijenkorf) and the second year of primary 

school (in Vrije Basisschool Denderbelle). So all of the test subjects have already 

come into contact with the French language, whereas none of them have ever been 

instructed in English.  

                                                 
19 Do you think you can speak English well?  
20 Do you think you are better at English, or at French?  
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No less than 65% of the pupils from the second grade believe that they are better at 

French, whereas this number is already down to 23% in the sixth grade. A vast 

majority of 77% claims to be most proficient in English in the sixth grade. Again, 

there is a striking difference between the two age groups; the pupils from second 

grade clearly believe that they are better at French than at English, whereas for the 

pupils from the sixth grade, it is the other way around. The reason for this 

discrepancy could be that the younger children do not often watch TV shows that are 

subtitled yet. Mostly, they watch shows that are dubbed and therefore they are not 

that likely to be influenced by English. Moreover, the music that they listen to is 

mostly in Dutch, e.g. K3 and Mega Mindy. Pupils from the sixth grade, however, 

already watch a considerable amount of English spoken television programs and 

computer games, and are hence more likely to acquire English in a spontaneous way.  

The results of Housen et al. (2001b) are somewhat in line with my research. Most of 

the pupils from the second grade claim to be better at French, possibly because they 

are not yet surrounded by the language as much as the older children, and because 

they have already had some French tutorials. In the sixth grade, the pupil’s English 

language proficiency has surpassed their proficiency in French because of the 

typological proximity between Dutch and English (which makes them think that 

Engels

Frans
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English is an ‘easy’ language) and because English surrounds them to such an extent 

that they are simply much more fluent at it. Moreover, they do not need as many 

contact hours with English than with French because of its status as a lingua franca. 

As far as the receptive versus productive domain goes, I cannot draw valuable 

conclusions from my own research, since I have not included any French vocabulary 

in the test because it is not part of this dissertation. However, it does seem like most 

of the children are better at oral production than they are at the written production, as 

they made quite some errors there (cfr. infra).  

 

13. Zou je van jezelf zeggen dat je veel Engelse woorden kent?21 

  

 

                                                 
21 Would you say that you know a lot of English words?  
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Michaël Goethals (1997: 107) claims that the average 13-year-old Flemish pupil 

before 1997 knew “already […] about 400 English words before even taking a first 

formal English class.” And that number can only have increased in the past 14 years. 

From the sophomore pupils, only nine pupils are quite confident about their 

knowledge of English words. The other 47 claim to know little to none. In the sixth 

grade, students are more optimistic. About 63% of them claim to know “quite some” 

English words, three say they know “a lot” of words and two are even confident 

enough to say that they know “a whole lot” of English words. On the other hand, 13 

pupils have indicated that they know little or no English words.  

However, I believe that the pupils in question here have not done a good job at 

assessing themselves, especially the ones from the second grade. To prove this, I 

have asked them at the end of the questionnaire whether they reckon they have a 

larger vocabulary than they had thought they had in the first place. I will now discuss 

that last question, before I continue with the rest of the results.  

 

20. En nog een laatste vraagje: vind je nu van jezelf dat je toch meer Engels kende dan je 

eerst dacht?22 

 

                                                 
22 And the last question: do you reckon you know more about English than you first thought you did?  
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As stated above, most of the children are not that good at assessing themselves and 

their knowledge of English, probably because they mostly have a passive knowledge 

and are often not even aware of the English words and expressions that they use 

alongside their knowledge of Dutch. No matter what the formation of national 

languages etc. tried to prove, languages are hardly separable units. Only 5% of the 

children from the second grade do not claim to have realized that their English 

knowledge is more extensive than they first thought. Moreover, taking into account 

that one of them is bilingual at home, there are hardly any students who were not 

surprised by their own cognizance. What helped them realize that they have far more 

knowledge than they first thought, is the fact that they all did this questionnaire 

together. So when one of their peers knew the translation of a word they could not 

come up with, they later realized that they passively knew it too. Since they could 

translate all of the words (questions 18 and 19), their English vocabulary is already 

fairly comprehensive.  

In the sixth grade, the majority of pupils indicated that they knew “quite some” 

words already. Hence, most of them indicated in this question that they turned out to 

know “a little more” than they first thought, namely 50% of the pupils. Moreover, 

33% of them claim to have surprised themselves in their knowledge of English. A 

mere 17% think that they have properly assessed themselves right from the start. 

These are the pupils that indicated that they knew “a lot” and even “a whole lot” of 

English words.  

As Krashen (1982) stated, “language acquirers are not usually aware of the fact that 

they are acquiring a language, but are only aware of the fact that they are using the 

language for communication” (10). So the fact that most of the pupils have indicated 

that they were surprised about their own knowledge could be due to the fact that the 

acquisition of languages often happens unconsciously.  
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14. Kan je je soms beter uitdrukken in het Engels dan in het Nederlands? Zo ja: waarom 

is dat denk je?23 

 

With this question, I wanted to investigate whether the pupils sometimes feel more 

comfortable at expressing themselves in English than in Dutch, and what the reasons 

are for this. The majority of pupils (69% from the sixth grade and 89% from the 

second grade), though, do not feel at ease enough to frequently use English 

expressions rather than Dutch for specific purposes. Eleven per cent from the second 

grade and thirty-one from the sixth grade have uttered the need to use English in 

order to express themselves to the fullest. They translanguage and make choices 

between several language alternation phenomena. The following reasons were stated:  

� English is an easy language and I feel comfortable expressing myself in it.  

� During a fight, I often use English words because they match with my mood 

at the time.  

� Sometimes, you use words from English that often that they become familiar 

and do not feel like English anymore.  

� Because we are surrounded by English and when you come into contact with 

a language, you start using it more.  

� Because English is such a nice language; I feel at home when I speak English. 

                                                 
23 Are you sometimes better at expressing yourself in English than in Dutch? If yes: why do you think that is?  
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� I sometimes feel more at ease when I use English words, for instance when 

there are emotions involved.  

� You can put more feeling into what you are saying in English.  

When we look back at J. J. Bakker’s article “Tien Redenen (Ten Reasons), some 

students have clearly indicated reasons which belong to his number nine the mist, 

namely using English words because they are ‘emotionally charged’ and the sounds 

enhance the meaning of the words. Pupils have indicated to use English during a 

fight because the words fit their mood more, or they frequently use English because 

they are more comfortable with expressing their feelings in English rather than in 

Dutch. One phenomenon that I noticed was that a lot of children nowadays say ‘I 

love you’ rather than ‘ik hou van jou’ and ‘best friends forever (BFF)’ instead of 

something like ‘beste vrienden voor altijd’. When searching for an explanation, I 

came to the conclusion that sometimes children make use of English or other 

languages because of the emotional distance that another language creates. Those 

words have a weakened meaning in our country, because they have to be translated, 

like for instance curse words.  

Also, sometimes the English equivalents have become so ubiquitous in our 

surroundings that they replace the Dutch word, or there simply is not a Dutch 

equivalent at all (J. J. Bakker). Again, some children have indicated that they believe 

English is an easy language and a nice language, which relates to the typological 

proximity described above.  

 

15. Hoe / waar heb je die Engelse woorden geleerd? Kruis aan wat voor jou van 

toepassing is. Je mag meer dan 1 vakje aankruisen!24 

The next question aimed at finding out where the children picked up most of their 

English knowledge. I gave them seven options: by watching television, by listening 

to English music, my parents/brothers/sisters taught me, by surfing on the internet, 

by playing English games, from friends, by reading English books. I also provided 

                                                 
24 How / where did you learn those English words?  
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them with a miscellaneous category, where they could fill out the reason themselves. 

They were allowed to indicate more than one category.  

 

As this graph clearly shows, the biggest influences on the children’s passive 

language acquisition are television, music and the world wide web, closely followed 

by parents and siblings, and computer games. Friends are also influential when it 

comes to picking up English words. Books, however, are almost never read in 

English. The only other sources that were mentioned are English musicals and going 

on holiday, though these sources do not exert a significant influence in the bigger 

picture.  

 

16. Kijk je soms naar een TV-programma of een film met Engelse ondertiteling? 

Waarom?25 

The majority of pupils from both grade never watch a movie or TV show with 

English subtitles, mainly because their English vocabulary is not extensive enough 

yet and because they are not fond of subtitles in general – especially the younger 

ones.  

                                                 
25 Do you sometimes watch a TV-show or film with English subtitles?  
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The nine per cent from the second grade and thirty-seven per cent from the sixth 

grade that do sometimes watch with English subtitles, see the advantages of learning 

English in such a way and are not fond of translations as some expressions or jokes 

just simply do not translate well. It would be interesting in this respect to investigate 

if secondary school children make use of English subtitles to a greater extent than 

these primary school children, as they progress with learning English.  

 

Reasons given are:  

Yes: 

� Watching a TV show with English subtitles is extremely useful if you want to 

learn English. You learn English from it.  

� Sometimes it is funnier in English, because you cannot translate certain jokes 

in Dutch.  

� I just enjoy it for no reason; I do not really think about it.  

� When there are no subtitles available in Dutch.  

� I think English is more beautiful and I am not that fond of translations.  

� To learn English.  

No: 

� My English is not well enough to understand everything yet.  
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� I am not a big fan of subtitles in general; they distract me from what is going 

on on the screen.  

� I am afraid that I would confuse words and will not be able to understand 

what the movie is about.  

 

17. Zijn de woorden die je hoort Nederlandse of Engelse woorden?26 

 

 

For this question I prepared a list with ten words which were either Dutch, English, 

or both. I read the list to the children in class and they had to indicate whether they 

thought it was a Dutch word, an English word, or if it could be both. I deliberately 

                                                 
26 Are the words that you hear Dutch or English words?  
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chose words which are dubious, as they originally were strictly English, but have 

become common Dutch vocabulary as well, such as the word manager. Furthermore, 

I incorporated a few words and expressions from a popular English spoken song at 

the time, to see if – especially the younger children – realized that the words that they 

have become so familiar with through singing are actually English, and by no means 

Dutch.  

Clearly, the pupils from the sixth grade were the hardest to fool. From the ten words, 

half of them were strictly English words and expressions and all of the students have 

indicated the right option. In the second grade, most pupils recognized the English 

words correctly as well, though some pupils failed to classify them as English. The 

word ‘please’, which is more and more frequently used as an alternative for the 

Dutch equivalent ‘alstublieft’ caused the most pupils to be wrong. Moreover, there 

was only one strictly Dutch word, which pupils from both grades were seemingly 

struggling with: vanille (vanilla). I deliberately took that word because it swounds 

strange and foreign as it is actually a loan word from French.  

The four other words (manager, donut, loser and online) all appear in the Dutch 

dictionary Van Dale and are hence assimilated to the Dutch language. A majority of 

pupils from both grades, however, struggled with these words as they clearly 

recognized their English roots.  

Most of the children are quite good at judging whether a specific word is English or 

Dutch. This could be related to what Housen et al (2001b) have described in their 

study, namely that “the gains in proficiency are more strongly felt in the receptive 

domain than in the productive domain.” This is also affirmed by Krashen’s (1982) 

statement that “comprehension comes before production.” For the production of 

words, we must turn to questions 18 and 19, which will be dealt with simultaneously.  
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18. Kan je deze Engelse woordjes naar het Nederlands vertalen?27 

The following tables contain the diverse answers that the children gave to the 

translation exercises. The red tables are the answers from the second grade pupils; 

the blue ones contain the answers from the sixth grade.  

 

1. angel engel, edel 

2. love lievde, liefde 
3. brother broer, beer 
4. play start 
5. please alstublieft, plies 
6. sun zon 
7. mouse muis 
8. train trein, trainen 
9. boy jongen 
10. game speel, spelletje, spel 

 

1. angel engel, angst, bij, angel 

2. love lievde, houden, liefde, hou, lief, zie graag 
3. brother broer 
4. play begin, start, spelen, speel, start/speel 
5. please alstublieft 
6. sun zon, fun (same one who wrote angst), zoon 
7. mouse muis, mous, snor 
8. train trein, oefenen, oefen 
9. boy man, jongen 
10. game spel, spelletje, spelletjes 

 

19. Kan je deze Nederlandse woordjes naar het Engels vertalen?28 

1. politie polies 

2. auto kour, kuir, care 
3. kus kiss 
4. vriend vrend, frens 
5. één (1) wan 
6. ladder leder 

                                                 
27 Can you translate the following words from English to Dutch?  
28 Can you translate the following words from Dutch to English?  
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7. zus zeister, zisster 
8. trein train 
9. sport - 
10. muis muis 

 

1. politie police, polic, polici, cops, cop, agent 

2. auto care, car, kar, caur, cars 
3. kus kiss, kisse, kis 
4. vriend friend, boy friend, vrend, frend, freind, boyfriend, friends 
5. één (1) whon, one, wan, oune, oin 
6. ladder leadder, stars, ladders, ladder, laidder, laider, ledder 
7. zus sisther, sister, shuster, zuster, zusters 
8. trein train 
9. sport sport, sports 
10. muis moase, mouse, mous 

 

One thing that I noticed is that the level of proficiency in the second grade highly 

varies between pupils, especially in contract to the pupils in the sixth grade whose 

proficiency levels are much more alike. As we did the questionnaire classically in the 

second grade, I noticed that some of the pupils were completely clueless as to these 

translations, whereas others showed high proficiency levels. All in all, together they 

were able to complete the entire test correctly, which was fairly surprising to me. 

Since I specifically told the pupils to write down everything they knew and told them 

not to mind correct spelling, a lot of wrongly and  / or phonetically spelled answers 

occur. It is interesting to have a closer look at the errors that were made and to 

investigate how the children came up with those answers.  

In error analysis, scholars distinguish three main types of errors. The first type is 

called ‘interference errors’, which are made as a result of “the use of elements from 

one language while speaking another” (Ellis 1994: 58). A second type is called 

‘intralingual errors’, which “reflect the general characteristics of rule learning such 

as faulty generalization, incomplete application of rules and failure to learn 

conditions under which rules apply” (Ellis 1994: 58). And lastly, there are also 

‘developmental errors’ which “occur when the learner attempts to build up 
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hypotheses about the target language on the basis of limited experience” (Ellis 1994: 

58). Some scholars treat the last two categories under the same heading, namely 

transfer errors.  

 

1. Interference errors 

When pupils make errors because they transfer words from their mother tongue 

Dutch to English, these are called interference errors. They occur when children 

automatically assume it is the same word in both languages (e.g. ‘muis’), or when 

they give synonyms for the Dutch word in question instead of translating it (e.g. 

‘zuster’ and ‘zusters’). Another common mistake is that children know how to 

pronounce the word, but in writing it down, they turn to the spelling of the Dutch 

equivalent instead (e.g. ‘vrend’ for friend, ‘kis’ without a second s because that 

would violate Dutch spelling rules, etcetera). One pupil also found inspiration 

from French or English, as he confused the English word ‘mouse’ with the word 

‘moustache’ and hence translated it as ‘snor’ in Dutch.  

Sometimes, when language learners are not familiar with an English word, they 

merely invent a translation for it (‘edel’ for angel) or they turn to the words 

which lie closest to it (e.g. angel, which is the sting of a bee in Dutch).  

Most of the errors that were made, however, had to do with the children’s 

incomplete knowledge of English.  

 

2. Intralingual and developmental errors 

I will treat these two categories simultaneously as they both concern the faulty 

application of second language rules. The most common error here has got to do 

with the correct spelling of words. As English has got a rather complicated 

phonology and spelling, and one sound can be represented by several phonemes, 

spelling traditionally is a weak point for language learners.  

Especially the pupils from the second grade spelled the words phonetically, and 

gave quite diverse answers too. The translations for ‘auto’ (car) for instance 

encompass: ‘kour’, ‘kuir’, ‘care’, all of which are actually close to the correct 
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pronunciation of the word car. The word ‘ladder’, which is spelled the same way 

as in Dutch, elicited the most diverse spellings. The answers given are ‘leder’, 

‘leadder’, ‘ladders’, ‘ladder’, ‘laidder’, ‘laider’, ‘ledder’ and even ‘stars’. That 

pupil must have been thinking about a stairway to heaven.  

Some pupils quite cleverly tried to incorporate English spelling rules into their 

answers. As they had already noticed that in English some words contain the 

phoneme ‘th’, they tried to apply that to other words in order to make them look 

more English, e.g. in the word ‘sisther’. That error is an example of a 

developmental error, as that pupil tried to “build up hypotheses about the target 

language on the basis of limited knowledge” (Ellis 1994: 58).  

 

3. Other errors 

- A particularly funny error was made by a pupil who clearly enjoys watching 

animated movies. When translating ‘brother’, he must have been thinking 

about the movie ‘Brother Bear’ as his translation said ‘beer’ (meaning bear).  

- It surprised me how many Dutch spelling errors were made, even by the older 

pupils. If their spelling is not even correct in Dutch, how can they be expected 

to do well at English spelling?  

- The fact that children play a lot of video and computer games is apparent from 

this test as well. In translation of the word ‘play’, almost all of the answers 

related to computer games, i.e. the start button: begin, start, speel, spelen,… 

- Sometimes translation were just wrong, e.g. ‘zoon’ instead of ‘zon’ (son got 

mixed up with sun).  

- More and more children use ‘please’ as an alternative for Dutch ‘alstublieft’ 

and no longer realize that it is actually an English word. Whether this will be 

further asserted in the future cannot be confirmed with certainty yet, but it is a 

trend that can be noticed more often.  

 

7. 1. 3  Questionnaire teachers  

1) Do you have a positive attitude towards English? 
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Yes: 5 

No: 1 

2) Do you sometimes speak English in class? 
Yes: 0 

No: 6 

3) Do you occasionally teach the children about the English language? 
Yes: 3 

No: 3 

4) Do you think the pupils should be instructed in English from an earlier 
age onwards?  
Yes: 1 

No: 5 

Why / why not:  

� No: I think it would be too much for the children, for they already get a 

diversity of subjects. And they hear a lot of English anyway (television, 

radio,…).  

� No: French is and will always be our second language. Besides, the children 

come into contact with English through a television and radio. I think the first 

year of secondary school is the perfect age to start studying English (3).  

� No: I strongly think that children should focus on French instead of English, 

because it is our second language. The English language is not as important in 

our country as is French.  

� Yes: English is supplanting French as the second most important language in 

Flanders, and children should be educated in time. As they already have a lot 

of English knowledge, they will become fluent speakers in no time, which is 

important for their future.  

5) Do the children speak English in class now and then? E.g. “I don’t 
know,” “please,”… 
Yes: 3 

No: 3 

Frequently used words: curse words, abbreviations (WTF, OMG, BFF), 

‘please’ as an alternative for the Dutch word alstublieft,… 
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6) Do you think the children can speak English well? 
Yes: 4 

More or less: 2 

7) Do you reckon the children are better at speaking English than at 
speaking French?  
Yes: 5  

No: 1 

 

Most of the teachers interrogated have a positive attitude towards English. Only one 

teacher indicated that she was not very fond of English, especially not in class, and 

stated that she is much more French-oriented since she believes that English is not a 

vital part of our society, whereas French is. None of the teachers ever speak English in 

class, which is not surprising, as English is not part of the curriculum yet. However, 

most of the pupils do get instructed about the English language once in a while: 50% 

of the teachers indicated to have talked about English in class before. The children, 

though, do seem to be using English in class from time to time. They translanguage in 

class to use curse words, they employ English abbreviations and are known to use 

English expletives. Seemingly, most of the teachers reckon that the children are quite 

good at speaking English, especially for their age, and they are definitely better at 

speaking English than at speaking French, even though most of them are already 

getting French courses at school.  

When it comes to the age at which children should begin to learn English, there are 

several opinions. Most of the teachers assume that teaching English in primary school 

is not necessary yet, because they are just starting to learn French and it may be too 

much for these young children to handle. More importantly, they believe that the 

pupils are surrounded by English to such an extent that they already know a great deal 

about it, and do not need further instruction yet. Therefore, they allocate a significant 

importance to spontaneous or implicit language acquisition. One of the teachers – 

notably the youngest of the six – has indicated that she believes that English is gaining 

importance in Belgium and the children should be instructed in English from an earlier 

age onwards to prepare them for the future. These results are to be expected, as I have 
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already argued that I believe language attitudes in Belgium to be shifting. It is 

particularly striking that teachers do not seem to be in tune with their pupils, who 

clearly express the wish to already start learning English (84% in second grade, 94% 

in the sixth grade). This illustrates the rift between different generations.  

Moreover, since none of the six interrogated teachers state to ever speak English in 

class and only half of them claim to teach about the English language from time to 

time, pupils do not get enough input during classes to talk about ‘teacher talk.’ As 

Michaël Goossens (1997: 107) states: 

The knowledge of foreign languages has always been highly valued in 
Flanders. Being good at foreign languages at school has always been a point of 
public praise. The opportunities for didactic exploration of this foreign-
languages-aspect in everyday life are considerable – even though too few 
teachers seem to take advantage of it.  

 

Furthermore, because only a small percentage of all the children have visited an 

English-speaking country, there will not have been a significant influence from 

‘foreigner talk.’ Hence, the input that they get from ‘interlanguage talk’ will be most 

important for the children’s language acquisition. This will be further investigated in 

the qualitative research.  

 

7.2 Qualitative research  

7.2.1 Informants and methodology  

Translanguaging and the corresponding language alternation phenomena are 

inherent to multilingualism. Seeing that the children are ‘emergent bilinguals’ 

(Garcia), there should be traces of translanguaging in their day to day 

language use. In order to discover this, I recorded a conversation between my 

neighbor’s daughters Luna and Manou Baert, ages eleven and nine 

respectively, who are both pupils at BSGO De Bijenkorf where I did part of 

my quantitative research.  

First, we watched a Dreamworks movie called ‘How to Train your Dragon’ 

(2010). I deliberately chose the English version with Dutch subtitles rather 
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than the dubbed version in Dutch, in order to provoke more English words in 

the children’s language use. Moreover, the children were aware of the subject 

of my dissertation as they were the ones to inspire me, so this could have had 

an effect on their word choices.  

After we watched the movie, I asked them some questions about the plot and 

about their attitudes towards the English rather than the Dutch spoken movie 

version. I did nothing in particular to encourage the use of English and tried 

to make the conversation as natural as possible. Both the children and I made 

use of Dutch ‘tussentaal’ (i.e. a regional variety of Dutch) as this is our usual 

variety in which we communicate with each other.  

The transcription and translation of the conversation is provided below.  

 

7.2.2 The conversation  

 

Luna (L): 11 years old 

Manou (M): 9 years old 

Interviewer (I)  

 

(1)  I: Dus, we hebben juist naar “How to Train your Dragon” gekeken. Wat 

vonden jullie van deze film?  

(2)  L: Ik vond de film echt cool! Hij was grappig, maar soms ook eng met die 

grote, slechte drago…, uhm, draken die achter Hikkie en Toothless zaten 

en zo.  

(3)  M: Ja, hij was echt tof, maar soms was ik wel een beetje bang…  

(4)  I: En waar ging de film precies over, Manou?  

(5)  M: Over de Vikings… euh… Hikkie die zijn best doet om zoals zijn papa 

te worden.  

(6)  I: En hoe is zijn vader? Hoe wil Hikkie worden? 

(7)  L: Een echte Viking, een drakendoder… 
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(8)  M: Ja… een stoere…vechter, zoiets. … maar Hikkie kan geen draken pijn 

doen… hij wil geen draken pijn doen want die ene draak is zo lief…  

(9)  I: Welke draak? 

(10)  L: Toothless… allez, hoe noemt die in het Nederlands… Tandloos. Maar 

dat klinkt zo stom.  

(11) I: En waarom is Toothless lief? 

(12) M: Omdat hij Hikkie niet wilt dood doen want hij is lief en uiteindelijk 

blijkt dat alle draken lief zijn.  

(13) I: Maar waarom waren ze eerst dan niet zo lief?  

(14) L: Omdat ze allemaal voedsel moesten verzamelen voor die grote draak in 

the nest … die grot… en, en, die ging hun anders opeten en die was echt 

gemeen, en daarom…  

(15) I: En hoe lost Hikkie dat dan op?  

(16) L: Hij leert die andere jonge Vikings vliegen op draken en zo gaan ze de 

oude Vikings helpen want die waren aan het zoeken naar die berg… en zo 

gaan ze proberen om samen die grote draak te killen.  

(17) M: Oh my god, ja en dan volgt er een gevecht en dacht ik van please, laat 

Hikkie leven! En dan lukt dat en wordt Hikkie de… de held, en de meest 

populaire van het Vikingdorp omdat hij heeft geleerd om draken te trainen 

en dan worden alle meisjes verliefd op hem… en dan was er nen  happy 

end, maar dat is typisch voor Amerikaanse films. Maar ’t was wel ne goeie 

film.  

(18) I: En hadden jullie de film nu liever in het Nederlands gezien dan in het 

Engels met ondertiteling?  

(19) L: Ik vond dat niet erg want dan leer ik veel bij en ik versta ook al heel 

veel Engels dus eigenlijk heb ik vaak die ondertiteling niet eens nodig. En 

in het Nederlands klinkt dat ook zo belachelijk soms. Toothless is veel 

stoerder dan Tandloos… dat klinkt ook helemaal niet gevaarlijk. Toothless 

klinkt meer zo… dangerous.  



77 
 
 

 

 

 

(20) M: Ja… maar voor mij gaat het soms toch een beetje te snel, en ik heb 

liever dat ik de actie kan volgen dan dat ik afgeleid wordt door die 

ondertiteling…  

 

7.2.3 Translation  

(1) I: So, we have just watched “How to Train your Dragon”. What did you 

think of the movie?  

(2) L: I thought it was really cool. It was funny, but also sometimes scary with 

those big, evil drago…, uhm, dragons who were chasing Hiccup and 

Toothless and…  

(3) M: Yes, it was really a fun movie, but I was a little scared sometimes… 

(4) I: And what was the movie exactly about, Manou? 

(5) M: About the Vikings… uhm, Hiccup who tries his best to become exactly 

like his father. 

(6) I: And what is his father like? What does Hiccup want to become?  

(7) L: A real Viking, someone who kills dragons… 

(8) M: Yes… a tough… fighter, or something. But Hiccup cannot hurt 

dragons… he does not want to hurt dragons because that one dragon is so 

sweet… 

(9) I: Which dragon? 

(10) L: Toothless… allez, what’s his name in Dutch… Toothless. But that 

sounds so stupid.  

(11) I: And why is Toothless so sweet? 

(12) M: Because Hiccup does not want to kill him because he is sweet and 

eventually it turns out that all dragons are sweet.  

(13) I: But why weren’t they sweet from the beginning then? 

(14) L: Because they all had to collect food for that big dragon in the nest… 

that cave… and, and, he was going to eat them and he was really mean, 

and that’s why. 

(15) I: And how does Hiccup solve it then? 
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(16) L: He teaches the other young Vikings to fly on dragons and they go help 

the older Vikings who were looking for the mountain… and that is how 

they will try to kill  the big dragon together.  

(17) M: Oh my god, yes, and then there is this big fight and I was thinking 

please, let Hiccup survive this! And then that works and Hiccup becomes 

the.. the hero, and the most popular of the Viking village because he has 

learned to train dragons and all the girls fall in love with him… and then 

there was a happy ending, but that is typical of American movies. But it 

was a good movie.  

(18) I: And would you have preferred seeing the movie in Dutch rather than in 

English with Dutch subtitles? 

(19) L: I did not mind the subtitles because I learn a lot when watching them 

and I already understand a lot of English so often I don’t even need 

subtitles. And it sounds so ridiculous in Dutch sometimes. Toothless 

sounds much more sturdy than Toothless… it does not sound dangerous at 

all. Toothless sounds more… dangerous.  

(20) M: I agree… but sometimes the subtitles go a bit too fast for me, and I 

prefer looking at the action on screen rather than being distracted by the 

subtitles…  

 

7.2.4 Discussion  

In this short extract, the two girls have used ten different English words in 

total, and also an interjection coming from French. That number was to be 

expected, as we had just watched an English spoken movie for one hour and a 

half and afterwards, they were still very much thinking in English and 

influenced by the English terms and names. The results may have been 

influenced by the children’s knowledge of my subject, however, so they may 

have exaggerated their English language use. However, I told them to speak 

like they would naturally do. 
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 I will now discuss each of the English words in more detail, and explain where 

the children are at the ‘continuum of language alternation phenomena’ 

described by Peter Auer (1998).  

 

1) Cool: strictly speaking, this word is not merely an English word, as Van 

Dale describes ‘cool’ as the informal word for something that is fun or nice. 

Hence, it has already been accepted in the Dutch language as an English 

loan word. Most of the time, it is used by children and adults to informally 

say that they like something, as is the case here. This is an example of 

insertional code-switching, because it is just a small constituent and it 

“does not threaten the language of interaction” (Auer 1998: 21) at all. In 

fact, this could also be seen as a monolingual sentence, given that the word 

‘cool’ is already integrated in Dutch, and merely has English roots.  

 

2) Dragons: the informant did not finish this word as she immediately realized 

she was having a conversation in Dutch instead of in English and hence 

continued in Dutch. She was going to say dragons, probably influenced by 

the title of the movie and by hearing it in the film that much, but then self-

initiated self-repaired herself and said the Dutch word ‘draken’ instead. The 

use of ‘dragons’ in this sentence is again an example of insertional code-

switching.  

 

3) Toothless: both Luna, Manou and I tended to use Toothless as the name for 

the dragon instead of the Dutch translation Tandloos. Luna, the oldest one, 

had a reasonable explanation why she did this, as she thought the Dutch 

name sounded silly and not at all tough and sturdy like the English name 

Toothless. Hence, she was more influenced by the name that she heard over 

and over again, rather than the name that only appeared in the subtitles. In 

fact, a lot of English TV shows and the names of the characters are not 

translated in Belgium, which is probably due to the fact that the viewers 
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appreciate the English names more. However, none of the girls stuck to the 

English name of the main character, Hiccup, but chose to name him 

‘Hikkie’ instead. I think this is due to the fact that they do not know what 

Hiccup means. The same can be said for the translator, because the main 

character never had the hiccups (i.e. de hik), but was clumsy and is 

therefore called Hiccup. 

 

4) Allez: this is a common interjection in Flanders, taken over from French. 

The children hence show that they are not bilingual, but in fact trilingual 

and use words from as many languages as are available to them.  

 

5) The nest: This is again an example of insertional code-switching. The 

informant was probably still thinking about the way in which it was named 

in the movie, and not in the subtitles. As with the word ‘dragons’, she self-

initiated self-repaired and eventually said ‘the cave’, even though nest is a 

perfectly correct Dutch word. As it is just one word, this code-switch “does 

not threaten the language of interaction” either (Auer 1998: 21).  

 

6) Killen: As opposed to the previous examples, this is an example of 

alternational code-switching, as the English verb ‘to kill’ is adapted to the 

Dutch grammatical system. The verb looks as though it is actually a Dutch 

verb; hence, there is a renegotiation of the language of interaction. Whether 

this verb is frequently adapted to the Dutch grammatical system remains 

unclear, but I have already noticed the same word in my friends’ language 

use so there may be something systematic about this. 

 

7) Oh my god: This is a frequently used interjection borrowed from English. I 

reckon the girls must use this quite often, and did not even realize at first 

that this was actually an English expression. They use it so often that it 

became Dutch to them and their friends. An interjection stands outside of 
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the grammatical sentence, so this expression does not threaten the dominant 

language, Dutch, whatsoever.  

 

8) Please: As I have already touched upon, ‘please’ is often used as an 

alternative for the Dutch word ‘alstublieft’, especially by younger children 

who are not even aware of the English nature of the word. In my opinion, 

this use will only be enhanced in the future so that in a few years, this word 

may enter the Dutch dictionary as well. As we can see from question 18, 

fourteen pupils from the second grade already thought this was a Dutch 

word, and use it accordingly.  

 

9) Trainen: It is remarkable that the informant used the verb ‘to train’ here, 

where actually the Dutch verb ‘temmen’ was to be expected (as the Dutch 

translation of the movie title is “Hoe tem je een draak?”). However, she 

went for the Dutch equivalent of the verb to train, as a result of the English 

movie title. Strictly speaking, this is a Dutch word as well, so this is not 

really an example of language alternation.  

 

10) Happy end: ‘Happy end’ is also a word which has been integrated in the 

Dutch vocabulary, possibly because there is no valid Dutch translation at 

hand. The word came into the Dutch language as a result of code-switching 

then, and has been fully integrated because the girls even conjugated the 

article ‘een’ in Dutch Tussentaal (nen happy end). Hence, the language of 

interaction is renegotiated again.  

 

11) Dangerous: The last example is ‘dangerous’, a word which was used by the 

informant because it expresses more than just the Dutch equivalent 

‘gevaarlijk’ for her. She claimed that for her, someone dangerous is also 

tough, scary rather than just a hazard.  
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One of the informants also used an English grammatical construction when she said ‘meest 

populair’ (most popular) instead of ‘populairste’. This phenomenon can be observed more 

and more often as a result of the influence of English in Dutch. A great deal of English 

words and expressions used by the girls have been taken over from English spoken songs 

or English TV shows and films. Especially interjections and adjectives are readily taken 

over by youngsters as they are prone to the influence of a ‘cool’ language like English. As 

a result of these code-switches, the words and expressions sometimes become so familiar 

to Dutch speakers that they feel like they have become Dutch words as well. Sometimes, 

when a word is used on almost all levels of society, it becomes included in dictionaries and 

is then officially a loan word.  

All in all, my informants did not employ a large amount of code-switches, and when they 

did, it almost always was an example of insertional code-switching and were merely of a 

pragmatic nature. This result was to be expected, as they are emergent bilinguals and they 

may well become more and more capable of code-switching in the future. It would be 

interesting to conduct a larger, more thorough research with slightly older pupils, to 

investigate the effects of language alternation phenomena after they have had formal 

English teaching. As I already notice in the people surrounding me, I believe that a great 

deal of Dutch speakers learning English are eventually moving into the domain of 

language mixing (LM) .  
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8. Concluding remarks  

This dissertation set out to investigate the degree to which Belgian primary school children 

are multilingual and how often the children avail themselves of translanguaging and the the 

mechanisms of code-switching etcetera which are inherent to the phenomenon. Firstly, I 

needed to establish what the knowledge of English of the pupils consists of, seeing that 

they are emergent bilinguals who each have a varying degree of proficiency, according to 

their age, gender, motivation. Based on the theory of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), 

I tested the children’s passive and active knowledge of English and came to the conclusion 

that the majority of pupils are already quite proficient in English prior to instruction. This 

must mean that they acquired the language implicitly and unconsciously, as most of the 

pupils were not even aware of the fact that they knew so many English vocabulary already. 

Moreover, I tested the pupils’ attitudes towards English as that is an important factor in 

language acquisition according to Krashen (1982). The general attitudes towards English 

were very positive, apart from a couple of students who did not like the way the language 

sounded, or were not keen on learning English because they were not good at it. In order to 

contrast this with their teachers’ opinions, I also presented their instructors with a test. On 

the whole, they were not as positive towards the English language and the instruction of it 

as their pupils. This has probably got something to do with the shifting attitudes towards 

English and the fact that most of the teachers were older than forty (i.e. a different 

generation, which grew up surrounded by French instead of English).  

Once I had an idea of the level of proficiency of the pupils, I conducted a qualitative 

research based on a conversation between my neighbors, aged nine and eleven. As I had 

noticed before that they use a great deal of English in their daily language use, they were 

the perfect informants. Even though it was a short conversation and only semi-spontaneous 

because there was a recorder present and they knew I was going to use it for my 

dissertation, they spoke quite naturally and emotionally and incorporated some English 

words in their language use. Clearly, the first steps of language alternation already happen 

prior to English instruction, which I found remarkable. As indicated by my promotor dr. 

Katrijn Maryns (2011), among others, “it has been amply documented that bilingual and 

multilingual competence does not necessarily imply full competence in the different 
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language varieties making up the repertoire of the speaker” (in press). In the future, I 

expect that the knowledge of English in primary school children in Flanders will only 

increase, especially if the proposal by the Secretary of Education Pascal Smet will be 

approved, and an evolution towards immersion education in Flanders can only be 

acclaimed.  
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10. Appendix  

10.1 “Tien Redenen” by J. J. Bakker 

Onze Taal 56ste jaargang nummer 6 - juni 1987 73 

 

Xenomanie - de blinde verering van al wat uit den vreemde komt – is geen typisch 

Nederlandse ondeugd, maar wel een die in dit land van 'moedertaalmasochisten' (een term van 

P. C. Paardekooper) opvallend wijdverbreid is. De huidige infiltratie van met name Engelse 

en Amerikaanse woorden in het Nederlands is zo massaal, en roept bij taalverzorgers zoveel 

emoties op dat men er zelden toe komt de motieven van de spraakmakende gemeente eens 

rustig te onderzoeken. Die motieven zijn er natuurlijk, want waarom anders putten zoveel 

mensen zo gretig uit het Angelsaksische vocabulaire? (Ook mensen met een ontwikkeld 

taalgevoel, zoals u en ik.) Het is toch niet aannemelijk dat ons taalgedrag alleen maar bepaald 

wordt door domheid en deftigdoenerij? Hieronder vindt u een opsomming van tien redenen 

voor het gebruik van vreemde woorden in het algemeen en Engelse woorden in het bijzonder. 

1. Afwezigheid van een Nederlands equivalent: jazz, timing (bijvoorbeeld van een 

conferencier), pudding, jet lag, limerick, groupie. 

2. Behoefte aan afwisseling. Wanneer een begrip meermalen voorkomt in een betoog, kan het 

zeer wenselijk zijn een buitenlands synoniem te gebruiken, bijvoorbeeld goal voor 'doelpunt'. 

Bij veelgebruikte frasen zien we die behoefte heel duidelijk. Goeiedag wordt afgewisseld met 

'ciao', 'bye' of 'see you'; goeiemorgen met '(good) morning'; begrijp je? met 'snappezvous?' 

(pseudo-Frans), 'gesnopen?' (pseudo-Nederlands) of 'you see?' (echt Engels). 

3. Behoefte aan een eufemisme: toilet voor 'plee', sorry voor 'het spijt me', occasion voor 

'koopje'. Zeer algemeen is dit gebruik in de modieuze kledingindustrie, waar haast geen 

draadje textiel meer te vinden is zonder Engelse produktnaam: van singlets tot raincoats, van 

butterflies tot moonboots. Kennelijk roept het Nederlands te veel associaties op met de 

uitdragerij, de wasmand en de opruiming bij de HEMA. 

4. Behoefte aan kortheid: clown naast 'potsenmaker', link naast 'schakel' of 'verbinding', hit 

naast 'succesnummer', drugs naast 'verdovende middelen', copier naast 'kopieerapparaat'. 

5. Behoefte aan syntactische souplesse. Het Engels springt niet alleen economisch met zijn 

lettergrepen om, maar vormt ook gemakkelijk samenstellingen die niet rechtstreeks in het 

Nederlands kunnen worden overgezet. Vertaling is wel mogelijk, maar maakt de volzin langer 

en gecompliceerder. Probeer maar eens het begrip nonprofit-instelling te vertalen; u bent dan 
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gedwongen tot introductie van een bijvoeglijke bepaling ('instelling zonder winstoogmerk'), 

een bijvoeglijke bijzin ('instelling die niet op winst uit is') of een deelwoordconstructie ('niet 

naar winst strevende instelling'). Zulke problemen zien we bij woorden als split-level, off-

shore, eyeopener, teenager, bedside teaching en foolproof. 

6. Behoefte aan precisie. Een tube is niet zomaar een buis, maar (in het medisch jargon) een 

buis die in iemands luchtpijp wordt gebracht voor beademingsdoeleinden. Een loser is niet 

een willekeurige verliezer, maar een eeuwige verliezer, iemand die altijd aan het kortste eind 

trekt. En iemand met een grote smile op z'n gezicht toont een bijzondere, namelijk een valse 

of triomfantelijke glimlach. 

7. Behoefte aan betekenisverruiming. Zoals het Latijnse contact meer is dan 'aanraking', en 

het Franse cliché meer dan 'gietafdruk', zo is bijvoorbeeld het Engelse buffer meer dan een 

stootblok of -kussen; er bestaan financiële, chemische, politieke en intermenselijke buffers. 

8. Verlevendiging van de taal door gebruikmaking van beeldspraak: mer a boire, baby boom, 

black box, ladykiller, brainstorm, finishing touch, headhunter, pin-up. 

9. Versterking van de betekenis door gebruikmaking van klankeigenschappen. Vooral bij 

woorden met een emotionele lading kan de klank de expressiviteit sterk verhogen. Denk aan 

de smalende lange klinkers in hêtise, de geknepen i's in (dit is de) limit, de sissende aanloop 

en de abrupte stop in shit/, de plofklanken in power, pep, big bang, blunder, impact, kick, 

creep en crap. 

10. Vergroting van de zeggingskracht door gebruikmaking van connotaties. In een bepaalde 

context kunnen woorden als tempo doeloe, maestro, grandeur, in the mood, godfather, enz. 

een onmiskenbare stilistische waarde hebben; de associaties die zo'n leenwoord oproept, 

maken het soms heel geschikt voor ironisch gebruik, bijvoorbeeld Übermensch en 

Gründlichkeit.  

Ik geloof dat dit stuk voor stuk achtenswaardige motieven kunnen zijn; zelfs de grootste purist 

zal moeten toegeven dat de vreemde c.q. Engelse woordenschat de 

uitdrukkingsmogelijkheden van de Nederlander kan vergroten. Er zijn echter nogal wat 

sprekers die hun taal met vreemde woorden doorspekken zonder dat daar een stilistische, of 

enige andere goede reden voor bestaat. Dat is de ware xenomanie: contraproduktief, want 

schadelijk voor de rijkdom en nuancering van het Nederlands. Door het voortdurende 

opentrekken van laatjes met vreemde woorden roesten de laden met goede inheemse 

synoniemen vast. En dat is met recht een reden tot zorg 
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10.2 Questionnaire students 

Thesisonderzoek Ruth Verhelst 

Master Taal- & Letterkunde: Engels 

Academiejaar 2010-2011 

 

 

1) Spreek je thuis Engels? Omcirkel wat van toepassing is. 

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

2) Ben je ooit al in een Engelstalig land geweest? Bijvoorbeeld Groot-

Brittannië, Amerika: 

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

Zo ja: hoe lang? …………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

3) Vind je Engels een mooie taal? 

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

Waarom wel/niet? …………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

4) Zou je nu al graag Engels leren? 

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

Waarom wel/niet? ……………………………………………………………………….. 

5) Vind je het belangrijk om Engels te leren, bijvoorbeeld voor je 

toekomst, omdat het cool is,….? 

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

Waarom wel/niet? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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6) Heb je ooit al eens Engelse les gekregen, bijvoorbeeld op een taal kamp, 

van broers of zussen, of op school?  

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

Zo ja: Vond je dit leuk? ………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

7) Vind je Engels een gemakkelijke taal om te begrijpen? Waarom wel/niet? 

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

8) Vind je Engels een gemakkelijke taal om te spreken? Waarom wel/niet? 

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

9) Voer je zelf wel eens gesprekken in het Engels? 

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

Zo ja: in welke situatie? Met wie? ………………………………………………………………………. 

 

10) Schrijf je wel eens in het Engels, bijvoorbeeld op Facebook of via SMS?  

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

 

11) Vind je van jezelf dat je goed Engels kan spreken?  

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

 

12) Denk je dat je beter Engels kan, of beter Frans?  

◊ Beter Engels  ◊ Beter Frans 

13) Zou je van jezelf zeggen dat je veel Engelse woorden kent?  

Ik kan geen Engels  -   heel weinig   –   weinig   –   redelijk wat  – veel  –  heel veel 
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14) Kan je je soms beter uitdrukken in het Engels dan in het Nederlands?  

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

Zo ja: waarom is dat denk je? ……………………………………………………………………………. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

15) Hoe / waar heb je die Engelse woorden geleerd? Kruis aan wat voor jou 

van toepassing is. Je mag meer dan 1 vakje aankruisen!  

◊ Door naar TV te kijken 

◊ Door naar Engelstalige muziek te luisteren 

◊ Van mijn ouders of broers/zussen 

◊ Door te surfen op het internet 

◊ Door Engelstalige spelletjes te spelen 

◊ Van vrienden 

◊ Door Engelstalige boeken te lezen 

◊ Andere: …………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

16) Kijk je soms naar een Tv-programma of een film met Engelse 

ondertiteling?  

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee 

Waarom? ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
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17) Zijn de woorden die je hoort Nederlandse of Engelse woorden? Omcirkel.  

1. Nederlands     Engels 

2. Nederlands     Engels 

3. Nederlands     Engels 

4. Nederlands     Engels 

5. Nederlands     Engels 

6. Nederlands     Engels 

7. Nederlands     Engels 

8. Nederlands     Engels 

9. Nederlands     Engels 

10. Nederlands     Engels 

18) Kan je deze Engelse woordjes naar het Nederlands vertalen?  

1. angel : ........................................................................................... 

2. love: .............................................................................................. 

3. brother: ....................................................................................... 

4. play: .............................................................................................. 

5. please: ........................................................................................... 

6. sun:………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

7. mouse: …………………………………………………………………………………………. 

8. train: ………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

9. boy: ……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

10. game: ………………………………………………………………………………………… 



95 
 
 

 

 

 

19) Kan je deze Nederlandse woordjes naar het Engels vertalen?  

1. politie: .......................................................................................... 

2. auto: .............................................................................................. 

3. kus: ................................................................................................ 

4. vriend: .......................................................................................... 

5. één (1):  ........................................................................................ 

6. ladder: ………………………………………………………………………………………… 

7. zus: ………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

8. trein: …………………………………………………………………………………………… 

9. sport: …………………………………………………………………………………………. 

10. muis: ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

20) En nog een laatste vraagje: vind je nu van jezelf dat je toch meer 

Engels kende dan je eerst dacht?  

◊ Ja  ◊ Nee  ◊ Een beetje 

 

Wil je nog iets zeggen over het Engels of over dit 

onderzoek? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Bedankt voor jullie medewerking! 
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10.3 Questionnaire teachers  

Thesisonderzoek Ruth 

Verhelst 

Master Taal- & Letterkunde: 

Engels 

Academiejaar 2010-2011 

8) Hebt u een positieve ingesteldheid tegenover het Engels? 

Ja  /  Nee 

9) Spreekt u zelf soms Engels in de klas? 

Ja  /  Nee 

10) Geeft u af en toe les over de Engelse taal? 

Ja  /  Nee 

11) Vindt u dat kinderen sneller Engelse les zouden moeten krijgen?  

Ja  /  Nee 

Waarom wel/niet:………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

12) Spreken de kinderen vaak Engels in de klas?  

Bijvoorbeeld “I don’t know,” “please,”… 

Ja  /  Nee 

Vaak voorkomende woorden: ………………………………………………………………………………… 

13) Vindt u dat de kinderen goed Engels spreken? 

Ja  /  Nee 

14) Denkt u dat de leerlingen beter Engels kunnen spreken dan Frans?  

Ja  /  Nee 

 

Wilt u verder nog iets kwijt over dit onderzoek? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Bedankt voor uw medewerking! 
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10.4 Inventory of the test results  

 

Bijenkorf + Denderbelle 2de leerjaar 

1) Spreek je thuis Engels?  
     

ja nee 
1 55 

2) Ben je ooit al in een Engelstalig land geweest? 

ja nee 
9 47 

3) Vind je Engels een mooie taal? 

ja nee 
48 8 

4) Zou je nu al graag Engels leren? 

ja nee 
47 9 

5) Vind je het belangrijk om Engels te leren, bijvoorbeeld voor je toekomst, omdat het cool is,…? 

ja nee 
45 11 

6) Heb je ooit al eens Engelse les gekregen?  

ja nee 
4 52 

7) Vind je Engels een gemakkelijke taal om te begrijpen? 

ja nee 
17 39 

8) Vind je Engels een gemakkelijke taal om te spreken? 
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ja nee 
15 41 

9) Voer je zelf wel eens gesprekken in het Engels? 

ja nee 
6 50 

10) Schrijf je wel eens in het Engels, bijvoorbeeld op Facebook of via SMS? 

ja nee 
9 47 

11) Vind je van jezelf dat je goed Engels kan spreken? 

ja nee 
8 46 

12) Denk je dat je beter Engels kan, of beter Frans? 

beter Engels 
beter 
Frans 

13 43 

13) Zou je van jezelf zeggen dat je veel Engelse woorden kent?  

geen Engels 7 
heel weinig 27 

weinig 13 
redelijk wat 5 

veel 1 
heel veel 3 

14) Kan je je soms beter uitdrukken in het Engels dan in het Nederlands?  

ja nee 
6 50 

15) Hoe/ waar heb je die Engelse woorden geleerd?  
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TV 26 
muziek 25 

ouders/broers/zussen 12 
internet 19 
spelletjes 16 
vrienden 11 
boeken 0 
andere 0 

16) Kijk je soms naar een TV-programma of een film met Engelse ondertiteling?  

ja nee 
5 51 

 
17) Zijn de woorden die je hoort Nederlandse of  Engelse woorden? 
 

  2nd grade Dutch English 
1. please 14 42 

2. get up 13 43 

3. vanille 27 29 

4. manager 26 30 

5. my own way 4 52 

6. all together 6 50 

7. donut 41 15 

8. loser 26 30 

9. let's do it 3 53 

10. online 14 42 
 
18) Kan je deze Engelse woordjes naar het Nederlands vertalen?  
 

1. angel engel, edel 

2. love lievde, liefde 
3. brother broer, beer 
4. play start 
5. please alstublieft, plies 
6. sun zon 
7. mouse muis 
8. train trein, trainen 
9. boy jongen 
10. game speel, spelletje, spel 
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19) Kan je deze Nederlandse woordjes naar het Engels vertalen?  
 

1. politie polies 

2. auto kour, kuir, care 
3. kus kiss 
4. vriend vrend, frens 
5. één (1) wan 
6. ladder leder 
7. zus zeister, zisster 
8. trein train 
9. sport - 
10. muis muis 

 
 
 
20) Vind je nu van jezelf dat je toch meer Engels kende dan je eerst dacht? 

ja nee een beetje 
29 3 24 

 
Bijenkorf + Denderbelle 6de leerjaar 

1) Spreek je thuis Engels?  

ja nee 
2 46 

2) Ben je ooit al in een Engelstalig land geweest? 

ja nee 
12 36 

3) Vind je Engels een mooie taal? 

ja nee 
46 2 

4) Zou je nu al graag Engels leren? 
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ja nee 
45 3 

5) Vind je het belangrijk om Engels te leren, bijvoorbeeld voor je toekomst, omdat het cool 
is,…? 

ja nee 
45 3 

6) Heb je ooit al eens Engelse les gekregen?  

ja nee 
18 30 

7) Vind je Engels een gemakkelijke taal om te begrijpen? 

ja nee 
37 11 

8) Vind je Engels een gemakkelijke taal om te spreken? 

ja nee 
28 20 

9) Voer je zelf wel eens gesprekken in het Engels? 

ja nee 
18 30 

10) Schrijf je wel eens in het Engels, bijvoorbeeld op Facebook of via SMS? 

ja nee 
28 20 

11) Vind je van jezelf dat je goed Engels kan spreken? 

ja nee 
29 22 

12) Denk je dat je beter Engels kan, of beter Frans? 
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ja nee 
32 17 

13) Zou je van jezelf zeggen dat je veel Engelse woorden kent?  

geen Engels 3 
heel weinig 4 

weinig 6 
redelijk wat 30 

veel 3 
heel veel 2 

14) Kan je je soms beter uitdrukken in het Engels dan in het Nederlands?  

ja nee 
15 33 

15) Hoe/ waar heb je die Engelse woorden geleerd?  

TV 36 
muziek 30 

ouders/broers/zussen 18 
internet 17 
spelletjes 17 
vrienden 12 
boeken 2 
andere 1 

16) Kijk je soms naar een TV-programma of een film met Engelse ondertiteling?  

ja nee 
18 30 

17) Zijn de woorden die je hoort Nederlandse of Engelse woorden? Omcirckel.  
 

  6th grade Dutch English 
1. please 0 48 

2. get up 0 48 

3. vanille 41 8 
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18) Kan je deze Engelse woordjes naar het Nederlands vertalen?  
 

1. angel engel, angst, bij, angel 

2. love lievde, houden, liefde, hou, lief, zie graag 
3. brother broer 
4. play begin, start, spelen, speel, start/speel 
5. please alstublieft 
6. sun zon, fun (same one who wrote angst), zoon 
7. mouse muis, mous, snor 
8. train trein, oefenen, oefen 
9. boy man, jongen 
10
. 

game spel, spelletje, spelletjes 

 
19)  Kan je deze Nederlandse woordjes naar het Engels vertalen?  
 

1. politie police, polic, polici, cops, cop, agent 

2. auto care, car, kar, caur, cars 
3. kus kiss, kisse, kis 
4. vriend friend, boy friend, vrend, frend, freind, boyfriend, 

friends 
5. één (1) whon, one, wan, oune, oin 
6. ladder leadder, stars, ladders, ladder, laidder, laider, ledder 
7. zus sisther, sister, shuster, zuster, zusters 
8. trein train 
9. sport sport, sports 
10
. 

muis moase, mouse, mous 

4. manager 9 39 

5. my own way 0 48 

6. all together 0 48 

7. donut 37 11 

8. loser 9 39 

9. let's do it 0 48 

10. online 9 40 



104 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
20) Vind je nu van jezelf dat je toch meer Engels kende dan je eerst dacht? 

ja nee een beetje 
16 8 24 

 
 
Reasons stated 
 
Questions 3, 4, 5:  

� English is spoken in a great deal of countries; it is a world language.  

� I have got English speaking family members and I want to be able to communicate 

with them when I see them or when we visit them.  

� I want to learn English so I can talk to tourists who visit Belgium and for instance 

give them directions.  

� I think English is important for my future.  

� I want to be able to understand English songs, so that I know what I am singing.  

� I would like to learn English so that I can ask questions when I travel to an English-

speaking country or say that I am lost and need help.  

� I want to be able to understand English-speaking people so that I can follow their 

conversations. 

� I want to prepare myself for secondary school, where we will have to learn English.  

� English is important if you play a lot of video and computer games, because they are 

mostly in English.  

� I think it is best to learn English as early as you can.  

� Everyone has to be able to speak English, for practical purposes.  

� I want to study in the United States.  

� English is a beautiful language. 

� English is a fun / funny language. 

� I like pronouncing English words, it has got a funny ring to it.  

� You can hear English everywhere; it is an important aspect of everyone’s culture.  

� It is ‘kool’ / cool.  
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� I like the English accent. 

� English is an important language.  

� I think that English is very useful.  

� It is a posh language.  

� English is important if you play a lot of video and computer games, because they are 

mostly in English. 

� I want to understand English songs and musicals.  

� I can already speak English quite well, so I would like to be able to write it perfectly 

as well. Clearly, speaking English made the pupil want to be able to get more 

proficient in English and improve the writing skills as well.  

� English resembles Dutch, so it is easy for us to learn it. 

� It’s easier than learning French of Italian.  

� It’s something different than what we are used to. 

� It is an easy language. 

� I’m not good at English, so I do not want to study it at school.  

� Because we already have to study French and the addition of another language may 

complicate matters.  

� School is already hard enough, I do not want to have more courses.  

Questions 7 & 8:  

� I think English is a difficult language because English-speaking people talk so fast. If 

they would speak slower, then maybe I would be able to understand more of what 

they are saying.  

� English is difficult to produce because they do not write the words the way they 

should be pronounced.  

� I think English is a strange language; it sounds like Chinese to me.  

� English is an easy language, because a lot of words resemble Dutch.  

� I generally do not have many problems to understand English, because the language 

is everywhere and I have already picked up many words from song lyrics and 

television programs.  
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� English is an easy language as opposed to for instance French, which has a 

complicated grammar with all the conjunctions.  

� English is omnipresent in computer games and that is why I have already learned so 

many English words.  

� I have been to many English-speaking countries so that is why I do not have any 

difficulties to understand English. Producing it, however, is still hard sometimes.  

Question 9:  

� I often speak English with a bilingual friend who is more proficient in English than 

in Dutch, which sometimes results in communication problems.  

� When my Australian family visits, the lingua franca is always English, as they do not 

speak any other language.  

� Sometimes, my brothers and sister and I speak English in front of our parents so that 

they cannot understand what we are saying. Then we can share our secrets or say 

mean things.  

� I sometimes write in English when playing online computer / Xbox games.  

� With a friend, just for fun.  

� With friends in class, to say something that the others or the teacher must not hear. 

But mostly these are more conversations in both languages at the same time.  

� I sometimes use English curse words (though my parents do not like that).  

� When I am in a chat room and on Facebook. 

� During holidays, I try to express myself in English when I need something.  

� My parents are already teaching me some English words and expressions, and we 

practice them during dinner.  

Question 14:  

� English is an easy language and I feel comfortable expressing myself in it.  

� During a fight, I often use English words because they match with my mood at the 

time.  

� Sometimes, you use words from English that often that they become familiar and do 

not feel like English anymore.  
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� Because we are surrounded by English and when you come into contact with a 

language, you start using it more.  

� Because English is such a nice language; I feel at home when I speak English. 

� I sometimes feel more at ease when I use English words, for instance when there are 

emotions involved.  

� You can put more feeling into what you are saying in English.  

Question 16: 

Yes: 

� Watching a TV show with English subtitles is extremely useful if you want to learn 

English. You learn English from it.  

� Sometimes it is funnier in English, because you cannot translate certain jokes in 

Dutch.  

� I just enjoy it for no reason; I do not really think about it.  

� When there are no subtitles available in Dutch.  

� I think English is more beautiful and I am not that fond of translations.  

� To learn English.  

No: 

� My English is not well enough to understand everything yet.  

� I am not a big fan of subtitles in general; they distract me from what is going on on 

the screen.  

� I am afraid that I would confuse words and will not be able to understand what the 

movie is about.  

 


