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Abstract 

 

This research set out to evaluate the self-access English learning material English M1, which was 

developed in Brazil by local teachers (including myself) for beginner level students. Many studies have 

evaluated English learning materials. However, relatively little research has been carried out after use 

of materials and even less drawing on learners' reports about how they engaged with self-access 

course material. In this sense, this research aimed at addressing the end-users: the learners. 

 

Four aspects of English M1 were chosen for evaluation: the reading section, the animated episodes, 

the use of learners' first language (L1) and the predominance of the standard American English variety. 

Each component evaluated was considered from two perspectives. One of these was based on the 

relevant research literature and the other was through gathering the opinions of learners who had 

used the material. 

 

This study adopted a qualitative research design. The learners-based evaluation drew on the 

perspective of twenty-four users of English M1, addressed through semi-structured interviews about 

how they engaged with English M1 and their reasons for doing things in the way they did. Participants' 

comments were probed in order to provide enhanced clarity and detail. Data collected in the 

interviews revealed insights into the material that could not have been gained from the literature 

alone. The combination of the two perspectives resulted in principled criteria by which self-access 

materials for low level learners can be both evaluated and designed.  

 

This research makes a contribution to knowledge in two ways. One contribution is based on the 

substantive findings from research. This includes that self-access learners value learning that has clear 

learning outcomes. Also, self-access materials for low level learners need to contain a component of 

learner training in regards to the affordances of the materials delivered and how learners should best 

interact with them. In addition, self-access materials for beginners must recommend additional 

learning strategies and information about the way learners can interact with the materials provided 

so learners can make choices based on their needs and preferences.  

 

The second contribution to knowledge is procedural in nature. This research developed and applied a 

post-use methodology for the evaluation of materials and set out opportunities for further research. 

It made evident that a self-access material should be evaluated after use for a more accurate account 

of how learners engaged with it and that learners can be addressed via a qualitative approach. As far 
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as I know, this is the first systematic evaluation of a self-access English learning material for beginner 

level that drew on the actual experiences of Brazilian learners.  
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Personal statement 

 

My journey as a part-time PhD student, from February 2015 to October 2021 

 

This has been a long journey. Although as a part time PhD student I had six years to complete my 

programme, when I moved to the UK at the end of 2014 my intention was to work much faster than 

this. However, along the way other things occurred, some welcome, some not so welcome. New 

motherhood slowed me down. I moved back to Brazil permanently. Covid-19, and the impact this had 

on our lives in Brazil, slowed me down. Back in 2015 when I began this PhD research, the English 

language learning material investigated in this thesis had just been published. A lot has changed over 

the last few years and there has been a natural ageing process. Technology has moved on. Information 

has moved on. Particularly because of its digital features, even without any of the research presented 

in this thesis, someone setting out to write English M1 now would not make the same choices. While 

I acknowledge that the substantive findings in this research relate to a dated material, I believe that 

the things learnt still hold up and are relevant to the field of materials development and evaluation. 

The methodological contribution is particularly still relevant. Material evaluators can still approach 

learners and go about the analysis of their data in the same way proposed in this thesis. Material 

developers still need to explain materials affordances to self-instructed learners. Despite the 

intuitiveness of recent digital materials (such as Duolingo), knowing what learners know and do not 

know and what they believe about learning is still needed when delivering such explanation.
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

1. English in Brazil  

The need for English acquisition as a foreign or second language is a reality in many countries and in 

varied contexts (Nunan, 2013; Richards, 2006). This is also true in Brazil. Even though English is taught 

in most Brazilian schools it is usually not satisfactorily learnt. According to a report made by Data 

Popular Institute for the British Council concerning English teaching in Brazil, teachers and experts 

acknowledge that both public and private sectors are unable to provide students with a usable level 

of English (British Council, 2014). Pearson Company (through Pearson English Business Solutions) 

published the Business English Index (BEI), claiming Brazil reported a low business English proficiency. 

In 2021, Education First (EF) rated Brazilians as having low proficiency (this proficiency band 

corresponds to the CERF level B1) and it has been in this position for over a decade. The few 

exceptions, where test takers (all adults under 60 years old) have reached high levels of attainment, 

are attributed to private learning settings. In comparison to other countries in Latin America, Brazil 

features in a low position (60). Most neighbour countries occupy a better position such as Argentina 

(30), Bolivia (41), Paraguay (44), Uruguay (53) and Peru (56). Brazil is only ranked above Venezuela 

and Colombia.  

 

There is evidence to suggest that English proficiency correlates with a country’s GDP, income per 

capita and a range of other economic indicators (United Nations Conference of Trade and 

Development, 2020). The English language is also the most common medium for exchange of 

technology, ideas that emerged from lab-based studies and scientific research (Lanvin & Monteiro, 

2022). In 2021 China, followed by the USA, Argentina, Germany and the Netherlands were considered 

the main trading partners of Brazilian imports and exports. This means that, for the vast majority of 

the business transactions, communication likely took place in English. However, the low English 

proficiency amongst Brazilian adults means that Brazilian companies struggle to recruit staff with the 

skills required to develop trading opportunities and to grow businesses.  

 

From an academic perspective, the low English language proficiency level can lead to Brazil not 

benefiting fully from the research done in other countries. Brazilian academics may struggle to 

disseminate their own research as they lack the skills to publish in English and present at International 
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Conferences. The result is that Brazil is held back in both business and academic domains by the overall 

low level of English of its citizens.  

 

This low English proficiency reality happens for many reasons, including low-skilled teachers and 

unmotivated learners (Paiva, 2011; Assis-Petersen & Cox, 2007). In terms of teaching pedagogies, 

most of what learners are exposed to in the English classroom is grammar (Franco, 2013). This is 

problematic as it disregards the other skills and functions of the language which are so important for 

successful L2 learning. As well as grammar, there is an emphasis on reading, which is partly motivated 

by ENEM, the primary entrance system used by Brazilian public universities to select candidates, as 

this only assesses learners on their reading comprehension and grammar. This promotes the 

problematic idea that university students only need to be able to read in English. This reality means 

that studying in settings where English is the medium of instruction is an unlikely achievement for 

Brazilian learners as conditions for attaining a satisfactory level of proficiency in English are adverse. 

The next section explains how English M1 was created in order to reduce some of the adversities in 

the English learning scenario in Brazil.  

1.1 The background to the study 

In 2014 I was working as a teacher in Pelotas in Brazil and an opportunity presented itself to write self-

access English language learning material for a Brazilian government-backed project. So, along with a 

team of around 15 other people I started working on the project. My role was to review the content 

written by the authors but this also included writing material and sometimes rewriting material 

produced by others. In 2015, when the first set of material was completed and students enrolled to 

take the course there was a great sense of satisfaction. English M1, as it was known, was born. 

However, I soon began wondering about how much the students benefited from it and what we could 

learn from the experience going forward. This PhD thesis is the culmination of my investigation into 

the impact of the materials we produced.  

 

Of course, there are many reasons to evaluate material aside from personal interest. Materials for 

learning English in the form of coursebooks (or also referred to as textbooks) have always been very 

influential in the way people learn and teach English (Mishan & Timmis, 2015; Garton & Graves, 2014; 

Forman, 2014; Akbari, 2008a). As a foreign language learner of English and a language teacher of 

English in Brazil, I have witnessed that in a number of ways. For example, all of my undergraduate 

language teachers used international coursebooks, such as Headway (Soars & Soars, 2000), as the 

basis for the course syllabus. Moreover, coursebooks from established publishers have often 

determined what local teachers, students and other stakeholders view as ‘best practice’ in language 
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teaching. This is reported in, for instance, Forman (2014), Bosompem (2014) and Augusto-Navarro et 

al., (2014) about Thailand, Ghana and Brazil, respectively. The idea of ‘best practice’ also means that 

global material influences the design of local material, as well as the way in which that material is 

exploited by teachers and learners.  

         

The fact that textbooks have been influential in the way English is taught and learned in Brazil is widely 

recognised and there have been evaluations of the material used. However, very few evaluations have 

been from the ‘bottom-up’, looking at how learners, the end-users of the material, interacted with it 

and what they found useful or not useful. The driver of this research is evaluating material from the 

point of view of the learners. The scarcity of information on learners' reactions is especially true when 

it comes to self-study materials (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018). To the best of my knowledge, when it 

comes to Brazilian materials for self-access, there is no published research that draws directly on 

learners' experience.  

 

1.2 The objectives of this study 

The field of materials evaluation often evaluates materials from the perspective of ‘armchair experts’ 

and/or through the use of checklists leading only to assumptions to what the impact of materials might 

be. Contrary to this tendency, this study aims at investigating what the learners themselves have to 

say about their experiences. The objective is to give voice to the learners, the actual users, as 

important stakeholders in decisions about material design (Masuhara & Tomlinson, 2010). More 

specifically, it aims at gaining an insight into how learners react to materials, what they expect from 

materials, which learning strategies they use and what kind of knowledge they require to make more 

informed decisions when interacting with their materials. The specific context from which their views 

are to be considered is that of the self-access language learning material English M1. Because English 

M1 includes a number of features and aspects, it was obvious that I would not be able to analyse all 

components of it in great detail and I therefore selected particular components. The rationale behind 

these selections is discussed in the Methodology chapter.  

 

1.3 The following chapters 

In this section, I will outline each chapter. However, it is worth highlighting that the review of the 

literature is spread across chapters. Like all PhD theses, this one has a literature review. In this case, it 

covers the literature of materials evaluation and needed features in self-access materials. However, 

each section of the English M1 material that is chosen for evaluation (covered in chapters 5, 6 and 7) 
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has a literature review of that specific topic. For example, a chapter dealing with the use of learner’s 

L1 in materials design starts with a review of the literature pertaining to that area. This seems a logical 

structure, as the literature review is directly relevant to that chapter. Similarly, each chapter that deals 

with the evaluation of a particular aspect of English M1 (again, chapters 5, 6 and 7) also presents and 

discusses the relevant findings that pertain to the topic of that chapter. So, a chapter on L1 use in 

materials design includes both a review of the relevant literature, the presentation and analysis of my 

primary data, evaluation of this aspect in the material and the findings that emerged from this data.  

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

This chapter introduces the context in which the idea for this study emerged. It presents the 

overarching objectives of this PhD thesis and outlines the main sections in this thesis.   

 

Chapter 2: Literature review 

The Literature Review chapter explores the relevant literature in (self-access) language learning 

materials evaluation (such as types of evaluation) and the criteria associated with such evaluations.  

 

Chapter 3: Context statement 

The Context Statement chapter introduces English M1. It explains the circumstances under which it 

was designed and describes it.  

 

Chapter 4: Methodology 

The Methodology chapter outlines the research design, presents the detailed procedures for data 

collection, analysis and write up and highlights the ethical considerations in designing and conducting 

the research. It also explains the rationale underpinning the choices of selecting certain parts of the 

material for evaluation in this research.  

 

Chapter 5: Evaluating the Reading Section Catching a Glimpse (CaG) 

This chapter evaluates the reading section of English M1. This is the first of the three evaluation 

chapters in the thesis. It begins by presenting a literature review concerning reading as a language skill 

and reading as a language input. Then it describes the reading section in English M1 named Catching 

a Glimpse (henceforth CaG). This is followed by an evaluation of the reading section based on the 

literature review. Subsequently, the reading section is evaluated from learners’ perspective. The final 

section of the chapter compares what was learned from learners' evaluation and the literature-based 

evaluation of CaG. It then presents what has been found in this evaluation about what learners need 
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and expect from reading sections in self-access English learning materials. It ends with 

recommendations for the design of future materials in regards to reading material. 

 

Chapter 6: Evaluating the Animated Episodes (AAY) 

This chapter evaluates the sequenced and animated episodes All About You (henceforth AAY). This is 

the second evaluation chapter in the thesis. It starts by discussing relevant literature about the use of 

videos for L2 learning and motivation. It then describes AAY. In the sequence, AAY is evaluated against 

the literature presented. This is followed by a presentation of learners' reports about their experience 

with AAY and an evaluation of AAY based on these reports. The conclusion compares what was learned 

from the evaluation of AAY from the perspective of the literature and the learners. It ends with 

recommendations for future materials development concerning what is likely to motivate learners in 

terms of content and what might enhance learners' experience with videos in self-access language 

learning materials. 

 

Chapter 7: Evaluating the languages used in English M1 

This chapter evaluates how English (American English) and Portuguese (learners' L1) is used in English 

M1. It is the third and last evaluation chapter in the thesis. It starts by problematizing learners' 

preference for native speaker-based pedagogies despite the global spread of English. This is followed 

by a literature review of the pedagogical implications of using learners' L1 in L2 learning. After 

reviewing the relevant literature, a description of how AmE and Portuguese are used in the material 

follows. In the sequence, English M1 is investigated from the perspective of the literature presented 

and from the perspective of learners in what concerns the use of American English and learners' L1. 

The conclusion presents what learners expect from materials in terms of the use of their own language 

and the target language and how these uses can impact learning positively. It ends with 

recommendations concerning what has been learned about how self-access materials should use 

learners' L1 and native or non-native based models of English.  

 

Chapter 8: Conclusion 

The concluding chapter summarizes what has been learned in this study and presents its main 

contributions to knowledge. It then revisits the strengths and weaknesses of the research and 

considers ways forward. 

 

The references and appendices follow the conclusion. The following chapter reviews the literature on 

materials evaluation and elicits important criteria for the evaluation of self-access material.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

 

 

2. Introduction 

Throughout this thesis ‘materials’ refers to those artefacts that have been specifically designed for use 

by teachers and learners for language teaching and learning, such as coursebooks, accompanying 

workbooks, teachers’ books and so on. The focus is on material published with language learning and 

teaching in mind, rather than other artefacts that the teacher might take into a classroom and use as 

material for a particular purpose.   

 

While it seems obvious that materials should be evaluated, the way in which that is done can take 

many forms, depending on the context and purpose of the evaluation. This chapter will consider some 

of the options that are available for materials evaluation. Because of the learning mode of English M1, 

that is, it is for independent use, there is also discussion related to self-instructed learners and self-

access materials. The literature discussed in this chapter is relevant to the evaluation of English M1. 

However, as mentioned in section 1.2, each evaluation chapter (chapters 5, 6 and 7) contains its own 

literature review, presented there because it pertains to the specific area explored in that chapter. For 

instance, chapter 5 The Reading section Catching a Glimpse draws on the literature about reading and 

the teaching of reading.  

  

2.1 Materials analysis, materials evaluation  

This section defines materials evaluation by discussing what it is, what it is not, and when it can best 

happen. Materials evaluation is a procedure that seeks to predict (in pre-use evaluations) or measure 

(in while-use or post-use evaluations) the value and the impact of language learning materials on users 

(Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018). Essentially, the aim is to gather information needed to select and/or 

make materials more relevant to the learners, that is, to the context where materials are used, have 

been used or are going to be used. Materials evaluation is a key part of materials development 

because what is learned in an evaluation can be used constructively either in adapting the material 

concerned or in future materials design (Mishan & Timmis, 2015; Jolly & Bolitho, 2011).  
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Evaluations can be understood in how they differ from an analysis (Tomlinson, 2003; LittleJohn, 2011). 

Analysis questions are more descriptive and can often be answered with yes and no. They cover what 

the material contains, what it aims at and what it asks of learners (Tomlinson, 2003, 1999). An analysis 

question should receive the same answer regardless of who is answering it. However, this objectivity 

can be compromised as questions are susceptible to analysts' bias when, for example, they frame 

questions in a way to favour their language learning views (Tomlinson, 1999). Evaluation questions, 

on the other hand, are subjective and context-bound as they depend on the users and the effects of 

the material on them. An example of an analytical question is "Does [the material] contain 

pronunciation practice?" whereas "Is the pronunciation practice likely to be engaging?" (Tomlinson, 

1999, p. 10) is an evaluative question. The evaluative question requires the evaluator to judge–based 

on assumptions, experience or collected evidence–whether the pronunciation practice is "very likely" 

or "very unlikely" (or somewhere in-between) to be engaging. The importance of distinguishing 

between analysis and evaluation questions lies in designing clear questions to gather as precise as 

possible an answer to what is being asked. That is, if the intention is to address the nature of a 

material, analysis questions should be designed. However, if the objective is to assess the worth of 

materials for specified purposes or contexts, evaluative questions must be designed.  

 

2.2 Pre, while and post-use material evaluations 

The when of an evaluation is directly connected to its purposes (McMurry et al., 2016). There are three 

main moments when material evaluation can be conducted: pre-use, while-use and post-use (Mishan 

& Timmis, 2015; Tomlinson, 1999; Ellis, 1997; Cunningsworth, 1995). Predictive evaluations consider 

a given materials' prospective performance (Mukundan et al., 2011). They help, for example, teachers 

to select materials for their students in a relatively quick and easy process. Pre-use evaluations can be 

context-free (for instance, when students are not known yet) as well as context-dependent (when 

materials are selected for use in a particular environment) (Tomlinson, 2003) and run in an 

impressionist way, mainly focusing on the appearance of the material (Tomlinson, 2010; Sheldon, 

1988). Mukundan et al. (2018) rightly questioned the validity of material evaluations that do not 

answer the extent to which a material can engage the learner, that is, solely dealing with content 

analysis is pointless if this is not related to an actual learning setting. This argument could also be 

applied to cases where administrators who are not in direct contact with learners and do not know 

the demands of the classroom routine evaluate materials based on a thumb test or browsing through 

sample units online, basing their decisions mostly on visual attractiveness.  
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While-use evaluations help stakeholders identify strengths and possibly remediate weaknesses before 

the end of the course. Information can be gathered through observation of classroom activities and 

how learners respond to them. Although this type of evaluation is more reliable than a pre-use 

evaluation (because it is based on the material's actual performance), observations can be misleading 

and impressionistic. This is to say that while-use evaluations do not allow for awareness of the delayed 

effect of the learning experience with a given material.   

 

It has been reasonably argued that post-use evaluations help the evaluator reflect on the outcome of 

using a material in a particular context and actually inform on the extent to which it failed or 

succeeded (McDonough et al., 2013). They are capable of measuring how materials impacted learners 

in terms of, for instance, learning motivation and language learning gains (Tomlinson, 2003). 

Masuhara and Tomlinson (2010) claimed that progress in materials design can only be made through 

systematic and rigorous evaluation of the effects of materials on the end-users. Although this view 

might be partially questioned on the basis that SLA-based evaluation (based on experts’ views only) 

can also identify matters for improvement, it is sensible to agree that retrospective evaluations are 

more reliable, particularly when they include several perspectives, such as the experience of both 

teachers and learners (McGrath, 2016). Learners' own opinions about how their language skills 

improved can also provide an indication of the effectiveness of the material (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 

2018; Jolly & Bolitho, 2011).  

 

In self-access materials, directly addressing learners is paramount as teachers and online tutors (when 

they exist) are unlikely to have a clear enough awareness of how learners reacted and felt about the 

material, particularly where the material is studied asynchronously (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018). 

Although retrospective evaluations are capable of providing better and more accurate results than the 

other two (Tomlinson, 2003; McDonough et al., 2013; Ellis, 2011; Mukundan & Ahour, 2010), they are 

also the most difficult. Measuring pre-use and post-use stages can take a lot of time, demand a lot of 

money, not to mention that isolating such variables (for comparative purposes) can be very difficult 

(or not possible at all) in some learning contexts (Mukundan, 2007). Also, directly addressing learners 

can be very time consuming, particularly depending on how their views will be gathered (such as 

through interviews or, potentially easier, checklists). Stakeholders might not always have the freedom 

to address learners or implement changes that might result from learners' feedback. In this sense, the 

when of an evaluation, that is, whether it is pre-, while- or post-use of material, is often relative to 

who is evaluating and their reasons, as the following section discusses.  
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2.3 Evaluators and their reasons  

Traditionally, evaluations occur for two main reasons: selection or adaptation (Sheldon, 1988). A 

variety of stakeholders could be identified as potentially interested in conducting materials 

evaluations. Their reasons are integral to who they are or who they represent (for instance a school, 

a ministry of education, a publishing company) and–to some extent–determined by the stage of use 

of the language teaching material under investigation (such as before or after using it) 

(Nimehchisalem, 2018). For example, school administrators may run a materials evaluation to select 

the best book possible for their target learners (that is, prior to using the material) or to know the 

extent to which a material that has already been used was successful in meeting users' needs. Another 

example are material designers, who might be interested in evaluating materials (based on, for 

example, their language learning principles, or SLA research) in order to inform their practice.  

 

Typically, publishers and teachers are the main evaluators and their objectives tend to differ 

(Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018). Publishers are more inclined towards pre-use evaluations with selling 

purposes. The objective is to make sure the materials are of interest to the school administrators as 

they are the ones more likely to be selecting materials. They seek information that allows the design 

of materials that carry more marketable appeal (Hill, 2000). This is not to say that publishers' only 

interest is in profiting, as they certainly want effective learning to take place (Hughes, 2019; Amrani, 

2011). It seems plausible to assume that publishers would embrace innovations that they believed 

would lead to demonstrably better learning, not least because this would boost sales. 

 

Teachers, however, conduct evaluations to address a material's relevance to their needs, that of their 

learners and their learning context demands, such as when the material needs to be used in a 

classroom full of students, or when technological resources are limited (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 

2018). Although capable of generating precious insights into what their learners expect from 

materials, findings in teacher-conducted evaluations tend to impact only the teacher's own 

professional practice and that of a few colleagues whom they may share with as there is not much 

opportunity (for reasons such as time constraints or academic validity) for their ideas to be 

disseminated in a wider scale. Evaluators and their respective reasons are ultimately going to 

determine the criteria for evaluation, as the following section will show.   
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2.4 Criteria for evaluation  

Given the range of evaluators and reasons for conducting evaluations, a variation in the criteria used 

is expected, as these will depend on the precise question being answered. Also, because learners' 

contexts always differ from each other, evaluation frameworks and criteria for evaluation should be 

context-driven (Bahumaid, 2008) as there is no perfect method or set of criteria for evaluation that is 

capable of evaluating all materials (McDonough et al., 2013). Evaluators must know what the desired 

features are, and the different values they hold for that specific context. Having clear criteria in mind 

is fundamental for successful evaluations as they allow evaluators to collect information systematically 

and rigorously look at data (Tomlinson, 1999).  

 

There are plenty of recommendations on which aspects could become criteria for the evaluation of 

materials. One way of designing context-specific criteria is through considering categories of criteria. 

For instance, "learning principles" (language learners are more likely to succeed if learning is positive, 

relaxed and enjoyable); "cultural perspectives" (different cultures will have different views on what 

successful teaching and learning means) and; "topic content" (learners will engage more if texts are 

of interest to them) (Tomlinson, 2003). The role of the material in the context where it is used or will 

be used (whether it is supposed to be the main or the only content or whether it is going to 

supplement other materials). The teachers in the program (such as their experience) and the learners 

(such as their expectations, needs and backgrounds) (Byrd, 2001; Bell & Gower, 2011; Richards & 

Rodgers, 1987). Situational authenticity, that is, whether the material is appropriate for learners' 

culture and environment as this is important for learner personalization and affective involvement 

(Bao, 2016a, 2016b) is another category particularly relevant in materials developed locally as, 

assumedly, topics can more be chosen more freely and who the target learners are is clearer 

(Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018). This is not always an advantage exploited in local materials 

development as oftentimes designers or teachers have their practice influenced by international 

parameters for reasons which include being used to globally targeted materials and considering these 

to be role models and universities not preparing teachers to develop their own materials). 

 

Mukundan and Ahour (2010) recommended criteria should cover matters of cognitive engagement, 

learner confidence and affective involvement, face validity, authentic use of language, culture 

sensibility, learners' learning development, the four language skills, vocabulary recycling, whether the 

methodology is flexible and can be adjusted in accordance to teachers’ needs, appropriate 

organization of content and supplementary materials. McDonough et al. (2013) referred to matters of 
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usability, generalizability, adaptability and flexibility as the main aspects to be taken into account 

when deciding on the suitability of materials. The inclusion of ‘adaptability’ and ‘flexibility’ suggests a 

context in which teachers have a degree of autonomy in deciding what gets taught. This may not 

always be the case. This is evidence that although enlightening, the criteria suggested by other 

evaluators must be adapted to the reality that is being investigated.  

 

Mukundan et al. (2011) suggested a helpful criteria organisation which go from general attributes to 

specificities of the learning-teaching context. The first one covers aspects related to suitability to 

learners, methodology, physical and utilitarian attributes. The second one assesses matters related to 

task quality, linguistic and situational realism, and language skills like reading. Other criteria related to 

the specificities of the learning context are learners' age (is the content cognitively appropriate to the 

learners' age?) and the local environment (are learners exposed to the target language outside the 

learning environment?) (Masuhara, 2011; Tomlinson, 2003, 1999). In a nutshell, choosing criteria for 

evaluation comes down to context and its specificities and the overall aim of the evaluation. This is no 

different when considering how data is going to be collected. The following section discusses the main 

instruments which can be used when conducting an evaluation.  

 

2.5 Materials evaluation and checklists  

As the name indicates, checklists for evaluation often present a list of items that can be checked off in 

regards to a specific feature in a material. They can be systematic, easy to replicate and compare, 

comprehensive, cost and time effective allowing a preliminary (McGrath, 2016) and explicit, criteria-

based (Nimehchisalem & Mukundan, 2015) evaluation. Although checklists can also elicit qualitative 

responses, with subjective, open-ended responses (Nimehchisalem, 2018; McGrath, 2016), this is 

rarely the case. Checklists can also be impractical for being too long, too confusing or not flexible 

enough (Mukundan et al., 2011; Mukundan & Ahour, 2010). Ready-made checklists can be outdated 

(McGrath, 2016) as they may carry the educational views of the time when they were created. 

Checklists reflect their author's pedagogical beliefs and if uncritically employed in different scenarios, 

they might impose inappropriate standards and practices (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018). When 

opting for checklists, evaluators should at least adapt and add tailor-made questions based both on 

the evaluators' ideas of what is important and on those who are going to use (or who have used) the 

material under scrutiny (Mukundan & Ahour, 2010; McGrath, 2016). Tailored-made checklists are 

more likely to address specific needs (besides the general criteria) and generate more accurate results 

about the impact of the material on the users, especially if conducted after learners have used the 

material. 
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A few examples of criteria-based checklists can be explored. Işık (2018) and AbdelWahab (2013) 

checklists for evaluation contain over 200 and 150 single choice survey questions, respectively. 

Although they are quite long in terms of number of items, single choice questions can be answered 

relatively quickly, therefore they are not necessarily time-demanding. Also, they are arguably 

comprehensive, which can be perceived as a quality. However, some of the items are not clear. For 

instance, in Işık (2018) a question reads "the use of colors is successful". However, what it means to 

have a successful use of colours is anyone's guess. Besides that, the learners are not addressed. There 

are questions of the sort "relevant to learner cultural orientation", but there are no anticipatory 

questions that would guide evaluators on how to identify learners' cultural orientation, which means 

the answer is likely to be the evaluators' assumption. Nimehchisalem and Mukundan (2015) is an 

example of a shorter checklist (it contains 50 LikertScale items) and its efficiency has been validated; 

this, however, does not mean it can be used without reservations. There are items of the sort "it is 

culturally accessible to the learners", but again, this is to be answered by evaluators and not by the 

learners themselves. In sum, when it comes to evaluative questions, checklists as the ones referred to 

are limited in their nature. Evaluations run with checklists and questionnaires tend to generalize or 

judge in a superficial way (Rubdy, 2003), whereas in-depth insights into what has worked and why for 

a particular context can trigger more effective changes.  

 

2.5.1 Materials evaluation methods: frameworks, models, phases 

Other methodological approaches have been proposed to materials evaluation that gather 

significantly more nuanced information than checklists are likely to. For instance, Mukundan (2007, 

2004) recommended a composite framework that contains three evaluative instruments: a checklist, 

a concordance software (for information on recycling efficiency of words) and a teacher written 

journal. Although Mukundan later acknowledged the impracticality of some of the items in the 

checklist (Mukundan et al., 2018), this composite framework is better than a checklist alone because 

it elicits evaluation data from multiple sources, including that of the teacher who used the material in 

the classroom and probably gained an insight into the effectiveness of the material on the learners. 

McDonough et al. (2013) suggested two complementary stages for the evaluation of materials. The 

first one–as a preparation for the second–is an external evaluation that offers a brief overview of 

aspects including the intended audience and whether the materials are to be core or supplementary. 

This phase relates with what was previously described as analytical questions (Tomlinson, 2003; 

Littlejohn, 2011) and it also relates with what McGrath (2016) termed a pre-evaluation stage, an 

analysis of the context. The second type of evaluation is internal. It focuses on assessing the 
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consistency between the external and internal features in the material, such as the sequencing and 

grading of the material and appropriateness of tests and exercises to the target context.  

 

Also proposing two stages in the evaluation of materials, Tomlinson (2003) makes the valid 

recommendation that evaluators should use "universal" and "local criteria". He explained universal 

criteria are based on SLA theories and findings of what is good practice on language learning in general, 

that is, for all (or most) contexts. Complementary to the universal criteria, the local criteria are 

established taking into account the specific needs of the context in which the material is going to be 

used. The same distinction has also been made by McGrath (2016) although he used the terms 

"general criteria" and "specific criteria". Even though these phases promote a principled account with 

comprehensive criteria about essential aspects in materials, the actual effectiveness of a material 

would require identification of what happens in the classroom and the outcomes that the material 

brought on the learners and teachers (McGrath, 2016; McDonough et al., 2013; Littlejohn, 2011). The 

following section presents studies where retrospective evaluations were conducted and learners were 

addressed.  

 

2.6 Post-use evaluation of materials based on learners' feedback  

The processes of selection and evaluation of materials have often been established based on 

"armchair experts" (McGrath, 2016), who design evaluations grounded on SLA theory and criteria that 

are general to any learning context, not drawing on the precise context of use through considering the 

ultimate users: the learners (Wong, 2017; Hoàng, 2017; Garton & Graves, 2014a; Tomlinson, 2012; 

Ellis, 2011). Even though evaluations that draw on the actual teachers and learners (retrospective 

evaluations) about the impact of materials are potentially more effective, these are still scarce 

(Mukundan & Ahour, 2010; Mukundan, 2007) and there is particularly little feedback from learners in 

the evaluation process (Graves, 2019; Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018; McGrath, 2013; Tomlinson, 

2012). This section presents a few examples of evaluation that directly drew on learners' opinions. 

However, as will be discussed, learners' views usually represent a minor part of the data and are 

considered in a limited way, such as through Likert scales. 

 

Al-Busaidi and Tindle (2010) addressed learners on a five-point scale, which meant that learners could 

not express an opinion about other criteria and that their responses were not probed for enhanced 

clarity (such as their reasons). There was one open-ended question (still, no opportunity for probing) 

besides the Likert scale. The authors acknowledged that the one open-ended question provided much 

better results because of the added contextualization. Pryor (2010) also conducted a retrospective 
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evaluation of a lesson and the accompanying materials (therefore, not a coursebook). This was trialled 

in five different classrooms, improved and re-trialled twice. Four different instruments for data 

collection were used: evaluators' record sheet, other teachers' views, learners' writing assignments 

and learners' responses to a three-point rating scale. Again, learners' responses were restricted to 

previously established possible answers and the criteria established was based only on the evaluator’s 

expectations of the impact the lesson should have on the learners. Similarly, Stillwell et al. (2010) 

considered learners' opinions about their classroom materials through an online survey (mostly rating 

questions) with room for comments (qualitative information). However, evaluators did not have a 

chance to probe learners' comments and the fact that the survey was not administered in learners' L1 

significantly hindered the quality of the responses. The authors recommended future studies should 

interview students because of how it might increase the quality of the information in regards to what 

they expect from their materials.  

 

In Al-Yousef (2007), feedback was elicited from a group of 96 teachers and teacher supervisors and 88 

students. The main data collection instrument was an online questionnaire with 50 items to answer 

on a Likert scale. There was also one final open-ended question, which was left blank by 47% of the 

respondents. Arguably, it seems reasonable that respondents would have a less motivated or 

dedicated attitude to this type of question after having answered to 50 other items. There were other 

qualitative data collection instruments but learners were not involved. Çakit (2006) also ran a 

retrospective evaluation of textbook material addressing both teachers and learners. Students 

received a self-administered quantitative-based questionnaire, which meant that they had no 

opportunity for expressing their views on other aspects or had their opinions probed. However, the 

questionnaire contained criteria elicited from the literature on materials evaluation as well as from a 

focus group run with 12 students, which distinguishes this questionnaire from that of the majority 

which is based on the literature/experts' views only. In Litz (2005) the instrument for gathering 

teachers and learners' opinions was also a survey questionnaire with no open-ended questions. In 

Ravelonanahary (2007) a coursebook was evaluated based on classroom observation, four open-

ended questions for teachers and two open-ended questions for learners, but no opportunities for 

probing. Duarte and Escobar (2008) addressed both teachers and learners through questionnaires 

with closed answers, therefore, no opportunities for probing or for learners to comment on other 

things not covered by the pre-designed questionnaires.  

 

Although not exactly a coursebook evaluation, since it was addressing a specific feature in texts 

(authenticity), in Peacock (1997) the learners received significantly more attention and space to 



 

Chapter 2 Literature Review 

 11 

express their views through interviews. This approach proved very insightful as it showed in what ways 

learners' opinions did not correspond with those that the literature would have suggested. However, 

a drawback in this study was that learners were not addressed in their L1, which, as the author 

acknowledged, hampered the low-level interviewees' capacity to express themselves.  

 

What these examples have in common is that although the evaluations were principled and resulted 

in a greater understanding of the effectiveness of materials than there would be if analysis and/or pre-

use evaluation had taken place instead, there was very little insight into what learners want from 

material simply because they were not given a chance to say, or only a very controlled chance to do 

so. McGrath (2016) claimed that there is a need for learner-elicited feedback on what is relevant 

criteria. McCullagh (2015) is an example of an insider evaluation running a retrospective evaluation of 

a coursebook. The author explained that teachers were addressed for practical reasons. As a piece of 

classroom material, the relevance of evaluating McCullagh's textbook from the perspective of 

teachers is worthwhile, however, as the author herself acknowledged, it is questionable the extent to 

which teachers can voice and represent learners' needs and ideally learners should also have been 

addressed. 

 

Whilst teachers may be able to, at least to some extent, evaluate the impact of materials on their 

classroom learners, based on, for instance, what they see, or what learners produce, the same cannot 

happen in self-learning environments. To state the obvious, learners' feedback is even more needed 

when it comes to evaluating the effect of self-learning materials as learners are the only end-users. 

Even in more recent publications (such as Hanson-Smith, 2018 and Bao & Shang, 2018) evaluations 

are restricted to the context of the classroom, a place where materials can be used both individually 

and for interaction amongst learners (sometimes asynchronously and from home), but teachers are 

the ones proposing the tasks, setting goals, monitoring and assessing learners' progress. There is an 

even greater scarcity of information on learners' reaction when it comes to self-study materials, or 

when using computer-based courses which facilitate independent use (Yamaguchi et al., 2019; 

Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018; McGrath, 2013; Hubbard, 2013, 2009). Back in 2008, Stubbé and 

Theunissen noticed that although self-directed learning had become a popular mode of study, no 

reviews on technology-enhanced learning for adults could be found. In more recent times, Reinders 

and White (2016) concluded the same: there is an urgent need for addressing the learners' perspective 

on the affordances of technology-mediated learning environments, such as how these affordances 

contribute to their learning needs and goals.  
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To some extent, Yamaguchi et al. (2019) and Reinders and Lewis (2006) are exceptions to this. In their 

studies, learners in self-access centres were provided with a list of characteristics to express whether 

they agreed they were important features in self-access materials. However, even though most of the 

learning in self-access centres occurs independently, there is some type of guidance from a tutor. 

Completely self-administered learners could conceivably rate these criteria differently. Besides that, 

their method (like most of the others just described) failed to provide learners with the necessary 

freedom to speak about the things they considered important. Kelly and Baird (2017) also addressed 

learners about self-access English language learning material. In this study, learners' opinions were 

gathered through surveys, rating-scale questions, open-ended questions as well as a space to add any 

additional comment. The 'free comments' questions, however, came at the end of the survey, perhaps 

devaluing this moment in which the learners could write more freely in comparison to the initial 

moment in which they had to respond to what the evaluator had established. Besides that, not directly 

addressing learners about their opinions means that their answers were not probed for enhanced 

clarity or detail, often needed for a more accurate understanding of the experience reported or 

opinion given. 

 

Amrani (2011) made reasonable claims as for why addressing learners can be difficult. He explained 

that materials, particularly CALL materials, need to be nearly at the final stage in order to promote as 

close as possible the actual experience. By then, a lot of financial and time investment would have 

been made and there is little room for changes. Consequently, alternative (cheaper and faster) ways 

of informing the development and evaluation of materials have been preferred, such as post-

publication feedback from experts in the field, criterion-referenced evaluations conducted by the 

authors themselves and focus groups composed of teachers. In fairness, one could argue that it is 

difficult to research users of self-access materials as who they are or how to contact them is not a 

straightforward matter. Post-use evaluations that involve learners demand an evaluative scenario that 

is not always available to the evaluator, or that imposes a difficult method to access learners, which 

makes it less popular. For instance, a few studies (Stillwell et al., 2010; Peacock, 1997) evidenced that 

when evaluators do not know learners' L1 the quality of the data collected can be negatively affected 

and even restrict data collection instruments, such as face-to-face interviews. However, not 

addressing learners can be perceived as an even bigger issue in a scenario where more and more 

English learning is taking place autonomously, through self-learning material and technology-enabled 

materials (Floris et al., 2018; Hockly & Dudeney, 2018; Chun, 2013; Reinders & Lewis, 2006). Having 

built a case for the need to directly address users of self-access materials in a way that allows for their 
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views to be freely expressed, probed and investigated in depth, the following section is concerned 

with what the literature suggests to be important in self-access language learning materials.  

 

2.7 Self-access materials: the need for learner training  

Generally speaking, self-access suggests a type of learning where the learner is the main responsible 

for administering all aspects related to the learning experience without the direction of a teacher in 

the learning process (Cooker, 2010; Gardner & Miller, 1999; Dickinson, 1987). In a definition that 

focuses on the role of the learner, Stubbé and Theunissen (2008) explained that self-learning takes 

place when the learner chooses what and how to learn through self-reflection and self-training.  

 

However, the idea of self-directed learning in self-access is often stereotypical. Perceiving self-access 

learning as learners working on what they need, when they can, at their own pace and without 

resorting to a teacher in order to tackle a problem they have identified in their learning development 

is a rather efficient and successful view of self-access materials use (Tomlinson, 2011). Expecting 

learners to develop self-learning skills such as self-motivation, self-instruction and self-assessment just 

because they are provided with a self-access learning environment or a stand-alone set of instructional 

activities is not realistic (Stubbé & Theunissen, 2008). Hubbard (2013, 2009) rightly claimed one cannot 

assume that learners know how to use the technology and the content available to them in the most 

effective way towards their learning objectives. Learners might not have the knowledge needed to 

make appropriate decisions, and this is the reason why simply delivering optionality (such as different 

content) is not enough (Bao & Shang, 2018). Besides the natural difficulty to self-manage learning 

development and make clever use of the content and tools available, a report in Brazil also identified 

that time constraints play a role in making self-access learning a challenging learning mode (Associação 

Brasileira de Educação a distância [ABED], 2016, 2013).  

 

For the above reasons, in self-learning materials, providing learners with support and guidance to 

undertake their learning is paramount (Hubbard, 2013, 2009; Mishan, 2012; Cooker, 2010; Sheerin, 

1991). In other words, self-access materials need to help learners with self-awareness about learning 

strategies, motivational triggers, learners' weaknesses and strengths, goals and needs in learning (Kidd 

& Boehm, 2012). More recently, technology allowed for interactive and creative resources to support 

learners to develop skills for learning management (Reinders & White, 2016; Reinders, 2007).  

 

The objective underpinning learner training in self-access materials is to enable learners to make 

informed decisions in what comes to their needs and materials affordances. The importance of learner 
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training can go beyond enabling learners to learn with the tools they have available, increasing their 

cognitive capacities in aspects such as self-knowledge reflection about language learning and learning 

beliefs in general (Kennedy & Levy, 2009; Hauck, 2005). Stubbé and Theunissen (2008) referred to 

explicitness as an important aspect of learner training. They said that learner control must be explicitly 

stimulated through an explicit display of information on how to learn (learning strategies) and explicit 

(obvious) opportunities for them to do that. They added that there should also be a direct explanation 

of possible learning goals so learners can choose their reasons for learning and self-assess their 

outcome towards these goals. 

 

Hurd et al. (2001) referred to several characteristics that materials should have to help learners 

develop self-learning skills. For example, in order to learn how to self-assess their progress, materials 

should have opportunities for learners to reflect on their learning. Materials should also have clearly 

stated objectives so learners are fully aware of the potential affordances of what is being delivered 

and can plan their learning. Materials should have optionality so learners can make the choices for 

themselves. There should also be learner training and suggestions available so learners can solve 

problems that might appear in a way that suits them. Activities and tasks should be useful to the extent 

that the learning they promote is transferred to other contexts. Finally, learners should have 

opportunities to relate new to old knowledge (such as through activation of background knowledge).  

 

Cooker (2010) addressed the importance of feedback on the effectiveness of language use, however, 

she associated it with human support. Although teacher feedback is potentially good for any learning 

environment, this type of feedback may not be viable in self-access learning if learners are actually on 

their own, which can be more frequent than not, since the possibility of having learners working 

entirely on their own is the main strength of self-access learning (Tomlinson, 2011). This is to say that 

learner feedback on the effectiveness of language use is an important criterion, but in self-access 

materials, its efficiency cannot be dependent on the availability of humans.  

 

Reinders and Lewis (2006) addressed twenty self-access ELT learners on a list of features in self-access 

materials and asked them to rate their importance. The research took place in New Zealand in the 

context of a university English language self-Access Centre (SAC), a service offered for all second 

language students (they do not say where the students come from). The relevance of this study to this 

thesis lies precisely on the fact that it directly addressed learners in a post-use experience with a self-

access material, which is also the case with the participants in this thesis. The features that the 

participants rated the highest were the following (in order of importance): 
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1. Tell me how to learn best and make it easy to find what I want (two different criteria were 

equally rated as the most important ones). 

2. Give feedback (show answers or let me know how I am doing). 

3. Clearly describe the language level. 

4. Have clear instructions. 

5. Give a lot of practice. 

6. Contain a lot of examples. 

7. Looks nice (not only this was rated the least important criterion, but it was also considered by 

the vast majority as either not so important or only a little bit important).  

 

These opinions are important because not only do they show what is relevant from a learner 

perspective, these were learners with already some experience using self-access materials (in self-

access centres) which suggests they relied on their experiences as opposed to assumptions. At the 

same time, this was not a longitudinal study so one cannot assume learners’ opinions would not have 

changed with increased exposure. Unfortunately, the opinions expressed were not further 

investigated. For instance, why learners consider 'look nice' so irrelevant (perhaps they take it for 

granted, or perhaps it does not play a role in their motivation) or whether 'lots of examples' could be 

perceived as an aspect of clarity in 'having clear instructions'. However, a few assumptions can be 

made. Learners showed that there is a particular need for two things. One of them is information 

regarding efficient learning strategies, that is, learning to learn (both items in 1). The other is the 

importance of information about the learning process and means through which they can verify their 

progress and confirm that their development is as expected (items 2, 3, 4). This, however, stresses the 

need for approaching learners in a qualitative-oriented way, where opinions can be probed and a 

detailed understanding of what is being said can take place.  

 

Also addressing learners' opinion, Yamaguchi et al. (2019) investigated the relevance of Reinders and 

Lewis' (2006) checklist (which resulted from the list above) to their context. They chose Reinders and 

Lewis' list because their contexts are relatively similar: university students using English learning 

materials in self-access centres. The findings in Yamaguchi et al. (2019) are evidence of the importance 

of drawing on the precise context of evaluation to establish the most adequate possible criteria. This 

was shown particularly concerning matters related to learner-specific needs. For example, they found 

that the learners in their study (Japanese learners) needed more substantial training on how to be 

autonomous because their culture is less likely to encourage learning autonomy in general. Therefore, 
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they added "shows learning strategies" and "shows priorities of importance". They also removed 

"shows how to set goals" as they thought it involved too high-order thinking for their learners. And 

they added a new section to embrace aspects related to the visuals of the material, as transcribed in 

Table 1. The rationale for the addition of visual-related criteria was that the learners in Yamaguchi et 

al. (2019) were particularly sensitive to the look of things. For them, colourful imagery and visual input 

are not only common but also appealing. 

 

 

Stimulating Visual interests 
Effective colour usage 

Pictures/graphs/tables provided 

Table 1 Section added to Reinders and Lewis' (2006) checklist by Yamaguchi et al. (2019). 

 

A downside in the added section, however, is that it does not provide enough information about the 

criteria. For example, there is no further information on how to identify whether a particular resource 

possesses "effective colour usage". They also do not elaborate on which type or for what purposes 

pictures/graphs/tables should be provided other than saying it would make things more comfortable 

for their learners.  

 

To sum, when evaluating materials for self-access use it is paramount that the chosen criteria embrace 

not only the default demands of language learning that are common to any context (such as the 

authenticity of purpose when interacting with input or affective involvement) but also the uniqueness 

of a context where learners are required to act on their own. For this reason, self-access materials 

must have explicit information and guidance so learners can make informed decisions.  

 

2.8 Conclusion 

Particularly because of the importance coursebook materials have assumed in English language 

teaching and learning, those concerned with the quality of learners' experience recognize that 

materials evaluation should be an integral part of materials development. This chapter has shown that 

drawing on the learners in retrospective evaluations is not only a more efficient method given the 

much more nuanced capacity to gather information about the impact of the material on learners, but 

it is also the best way to actually know what learners expect from materials and what it is that they 

need to know to become better learners. This chapter has also shown that this type of research is 

scarce. There seems to be no retrospective evaluations of materials developed locally and run by 

someone who was part of the design of the material, no evaluations drawing on Brazilian learners, no 
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evaluations where learners were interviewed in their L1 (with opportunities for probing) and no 

evaluations addressing self-access learners (different from self-access learners in self-access centres) 

on their experience with specific coursebook material (rather than an artefact used as material for a 

particular learning purposes). Drawing on Brazilian learners, this thesis aims at addressing this scarcity 

through semi-structured interviews conducted in interviewees' L1 about their experiences with 

English M1, a self-access material, developed in Brazil, by local teachers, including myself. The 

following chapter is a context statement chapter. It explains the reason why English M1 was designed 

and describes its structure as a language learning material.
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Chapter 3 Context Statement 

 

3. An introduction to the material 

The Brazilian program Science Without Borders (2011-2015) funded undergraduate and post-graduate 

students in their studies in more than 30 countries around the world (including countries in North 

America, Europe, Asia and Oceania). This required further English language provision in Brazil and the 

focus on reading–as explained in the introduction chapter–was far from delivering what learners 

needed. English M1, part of the larger Idiomas sem Fronteiras (Languages without Borders), was born 

in acknowledgement of the lack of English language proficiency at the secondary and tertiary level and 

the need to provide learners with a free opportunity to learn English to a level that would allow them 

to study and live abroad. 

  

3.1 Contextual factors 

This section presents key aspects concerning the development of English M1.  

  

3.1.1 The three modules 

Although the English course contains three modules, this PhD research investigates module 1. This is 

because I was part of the team that designed this module and my knowledge as an insider allows me 

a better comprehension of how it was intended to work. The modules contain the same number of 

units and subsection titles in the units. Modules 2 and 3 present a progression in terms of level. For 

instance, module 2 contains less use of Portuguese than level 1, and module 3 is entirely written in 

English. Each modules' level was determined according to the European Framework of Reference: 

Module 1 level A1, Module 2 level A2 and Module 3 level B1. See section 3.2.3 for further discussion 

on the levels.  

 

3.1.2 Formats of the material  

English M1 can be accessed in three different ways: through password-enabled access to Moodle, on 

DVD and in print. In both digital mediums, the units are in PDF format. The print version of English M1 

is a booklet with the same content as the PDF files. The DVD and the booklet versions were created to 

facilitate offline access and, in the case of the hardcopy, to please those learners who prefer to flip 



 

Chapter 3 Context Statement 

 19 

pages and handwritten annotations. A disadvantage in the use of the hardcopy is that it does not 

contain access to the audios, videos and automatic feedback activities. All learners receive access to 

the three formats and therefore they can opt for one or the other as preferred. 

  

3.1.3 Target Audience and level 

Originally, English M1 was developed for secondary and tertiary level education learners (mainly 

undergraduates) at vocational schools (which also offer degree programmes) to help them prepare to 

take high-stake examinations in order to study abroad. The reality, however, was not as 

straightforward. Because we identified the gap between the level established for each module (A1, 

A2, B1) and the reason why the material was originally conceived (to give learners an opportunity to 

learn English to study abroad), we based our decisions on two main reasons. These reasons emerged 

as a result of our previous experiences as English teachers and what we judged to be reasonable. The 

first reason was that we did not think it would be possible for self-taught learners to move from an A1 

level to a university-accepting level (B2, C1 or C2) in the course of eighteen months (3 modules, or 54 

units). The second reason was that we did not want to design a material beginning at a more advanced 

level (say B1) because we assumed that most learners in need of it would be beginners (or false 

beginners at A1 level). So, we opted for the A1, A2, B1 division that had been part of the writing brief 

and did not really worry that, at the end of module 3, learners might not have gained the proficiency 

needed to pass a high-stake examination or to be accepted at an international university.  

 

We had yet a third reason. The material was also to be made available to the teachers and 

administrative personnel at the vocational schools. Based on our familiarity with the vocational 

institutes, we assumed that these professionals would be middle-aged with a defined career and job 

stability, to whom English learning would be for general purposes such as travelling or entertainment. 

That is, they would have no interest in doing a high-stake examination or studying abroad. Another 

group that received access to English M1 (defined at some point during the development process) was 

secondary level learners of regular state schools. We did not consider their needs, or who they were 

(such as their age) when making choices. 

 

We felt that catering for beginner levels was the most correct decision for those we assumed would 

be the majority. Although we knew that the modules would not be advanced enough for those aiming 

at international education, we considered that whilst more advanced levels could still engage with a 

low-level material, the opposite would probably not happen, and this would reduce the scope of 

potential users. We also felt that regardless of learners' final goals (such as doing IELTS, studying in 
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English taught university, travelling or watching movies with English captions) they would still need to 

learn general and basic English first and only then tailor their studies to more specific aims.  

  

English M1 is a government-sponsored material. We did not have to worry about its selling potential, 

which is often the reason why commercially viable coursebooks need to compromise between the 

financial and the pedagogical in order to appeal to as many target audiences as possible. However, 

the government also wanted to reach as many audiences as possible (hence why the secondary level 

learners suddenly became part of our target audience), as a way of providing locals with something 

good, for free and naturally as a way of showing people the money of their taxes was being well spent. 

This was a constraint in the sense that we could not narrow our target audience to a specific profile 

and learning need. In sum, the lack of a definition of who the target learner would be justified the 

option for designing module 1 at an A1 level. 

 

3.1.4 The cultural content 

Because of the whole Science without borders buzz, with students going or wanting to go abroad to 

study, we decided we should cater for those learners who would like to live and study abroad in 

regards to themes/culture/topics. We opted for the United States. Our rationale was that this was a 

popular country amongst Brazilians, a place with highly-ranked universities learners would want to 

apply to, and, at the same time, an English-speaking country. With the benefit of hindsight, I can see 

this was a questionable decision. Learners applying for funding within the Science without borders 

programme could opt for the country of study and the United States was only one in a long list, and 

obviously, only one amongst many countries where English is used.  

  

3.1.5 Self-study with online tutors  

Reasons for accessing the material, how and the pace were mostly determined by learners' own 

reasons/decisions but they could also adhere to the online tutors' suggestions/requests. The online 

tutors had two main functions. The first one was the design of two assignments per week aligned with 

the content of each unit. They should cover written (such as "write down a description of your family") 

and oral production (such as "record yourself describing your habits"), both output activities. The tutor 

should also provide individual feedback on the activities. We delegated the designing of these 

assignments to the tutors because we thought that since they would be the ones providing feedback, 

they would be better equipped to design the assignments according to learners’ needs. For this same 

reason, tutors were also responsible for the design of a final assessment for the module which should 
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involve listening, speaking, reading, writing and grammar. A second role attributed to the online tutor 

was asynchronous support. Learners could use Moodle to ask questions, such as clarification of 

content. Therefore, learners' pace and reasons (such as what to read and how) for using the material 

might have been determined or at least influenced by the weekly assignments, which, in a way, 

distanced the experience with English M1 from what is usually expected from a self-access material 

where learners are the only responsible ones for their learning development. 

 

However, neither the weekly assignments nor the final assessment were mandatory. If learners failed 

in their assessment or did not submit the assignments, this only meant that they would not receive 

the module certificate. This is to say that learners were provided with an opportunity to have a formal 

assessment because we assumed the challenge of being officially tested would generate positive 

pressure (to study) for those willing to be tested. But we also did not want it to be a burden. Therefore, 

for those who, for whatever reason, did not want or could not submit the assignments, access to the 

material would still be permitted and, ultimately, at their own pace (for instance, they could skip parts 

of it or not) and for their own reasons. In this case, they would be the ones managing their learning 

development.    

  

3.1.6 Syllabus design  

The units focus on linguistic content. We designed a table overviewing the units and the corresponding 

grammatical structures, lexical content and functions (communicative situations such as introducing 

yourself). The development of the units in English M1 followed what had been established on this 

table. This was partly done intuitively (as we never actually considered other syllabus options) and 

was based on our previous experience with global materials, resulting in a largely structural syllabus.  

  

The units follow the Presentation-Practice-Production (PPP) model. There is an initial presentation of 

the grammatical and lexical content in use (contextualised use) which is followed by explanation of 

grammar, rules and aspects related to how to use the target content. In the sequence, learners are 

provided with automatic correction activities for practice. Production skills (speaking and writing) take 

place only amongst learners who opted for doing the weekly assignments (the ones designed by the 

tutor). Reading and (to a minor extent) listening is provided in the unit. The units have a fairly fixed 

structure, as shown next.   
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3.1.7 The sections in the units 

 

English M1 contains 18 units. We intuitively determined that each unit would demand about 10 hours. 

Taking into account the reality that distance learners often have limited time available, perhaps 

expecting them to dedicate 10 hours a week (more than an hour a day) to the material was not 

realistic. The units follow a pattern but the length (number of pages) varies considerably. Other factors 

certainly played a role in the amount of time learners would need to go through a unit, for instance, 

their motivation and proficiency. Each unit also contained one episode of AAY (the sequenced and 

animated episodes) and a set of automatic correction activities. The remainder of this section presents 

the sections of the units.  

 

The sequenced and animated episodes All About You (AAY) 

The episodes in AAY (Figure 1) tell the story of Rosa, a young adult Brazilian studying at a university in 

Chicago. She shares her home with American women at about her age. The scenes are set in a pub, in 

Rosa's household and in other places in the city. The episodes last 2-3 minutes and contain English 

captions. The telling of a story in digital format was designed as a strategy to raise learners’ interest 

in acquiring the language through exposure to engaging input. Further aspects related to AAY are 

discussed in Chapter 6.  

 

 

Figure 1 The Animated Episodes All About You. 
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The automatic correction activities 

Each unit contains a number of electronic feedback activities. They vary in style. For example, 

complete the gaps, drag and drop, matching and memory games. The activities mainly elicit the 

grammatical and lexical content of the unit. Despite their digital delivery, it could be argued that the 

activities are mere permutations of traditional print-enabled activities. See Figure 2. 

 

 

 

Figure 2 An automatic correction activity. 

 

Here we go!  

As the first section in the unit, Here we go! makes a brief reference to the episode in AAY and 

introduces the target content of the unit. It is written in learners’ L1 (Portuguese). See Figure 3. 

 

 
Figure 3 The first section in the unit: Here we go! 

 

Note. Translation: In this unit, you will learn some basic English sentences for personal introductions 

and greetings. You will also see how to use the Verb to be for spelling and informing your name, 
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nationality, country of origin and email address. This content will help you at a basic, but fundamental, 

level with English communication.  

  

Previously on All About You 

This section links the previous AAY episode to the episode of the current unit. It is mostly written in 

learners' L1. There is also an English-written dialogue that adds extra information to the events in the 

episode. See Figure 4. In this particular example, the episode ends with Rosa and Carly hugging. The 

dialogue shows what happens after they hug. 

 

 

Figure 4 The second section in the unit: Previously on All About You... 

 

Note. Translation: Rosa has arrived in the United States. Amanda welcomed her and they drove home 

to meet Rosa's housemates. The image shows Rosa hugging Carly. She's excited to meet her new 
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housemates for the first time. They greet and introduce themselves. Read how the conversation 

follows. [After the dialogue] In the next section you will see other greetings, besides hi used by Rosa 

and Carly. 

  

Getting the hang of it 

This is the third and longest section in the unit and where the grammatical content is explained. All 

explanations are in Portuguese, with examples in English. See Figure 5. 

 

 

 
Figure 5 The third section in the unit: Getting the hang of it. 

 

Note. Translation: Each culture has its way of greeting and saying goodbye. Observe in the next table 

some of the most commonly used expressions in these situations. [after the tables] Now that you 

know some of the words used for greetings, see how to introduce yourself in the next section. 
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Catching a Glimpse 

This is a reading section but, unlike traditional language learning materials, learners are not told to 

read (such as 'Read the text'), how or why (such as 'Read the text and answer the questions). In this 

sense, CaG was designed with a motivation similar to that of AAY: meaningful exposure to the 

language and for general comprehension. The language in the texts recycle the target content of the 

unit and is adjusted to lower levels. CaG is discussed in detail in Chapter 5. See Figure 6.  

 

 

Figure 6 The fourth section in the unit: Catching a Glimpse. 

  

That's a wrap! 

As the closing section, That's a wrap briefly reviews the main grammatical and lexical content of the 

unit. It also introduces the content of the following unit. It is written in Portuguese. See Figure 7.  
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Figure 7 The fifth section in the unit: That's a wrap. 

 

Note. Translation: We hope that Rosa's meeting with her flatmates Carly and Christine and her experience at 

the Columbus College of Chicago allowed you to get familiar with the language and lexical content of the unit. 

The Verb to be and the possessive adjectives are going to be frequently used in communications. The alphabet 

is going to be useful when you need to be specific about how to spell words, such as your full name. The name 

of the countries, nationalities and how to say your email are also going to be useful when you need to provide 

personal information or ask for someone's personal information. And do not forget, when doing so, no 

hugging, please! 

 

Out loud 

This is a short section that provides information in Portuguese about word pronunciation. It highlights 

sounds/accents such as those particularly different or similar to Portuguese. This section does not have a fixed 

place in the unit. It comes in the middle of the other sections when needed. See Figure 8.  
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Figure 8 A fluctuating section in the unit: Out Loud. 

 

Note. Translation: You have just seen that when the subject and Verb to be are contracted, the pronunciation 

differs from when they are separated. When contracted, they sound like the corresponding possessive pronoun. 

Notice that despite having identical pronunciations, the contractions and possessives have different meanings. 

[after the table] Another important use of the verb to be and possessive pronouns is when you want to express 

nationalities. See the names of some countries and nationalities in the next section.  

 

 

What's the buzz? 

Like Out Loud, What's the buzz? does not have a fixed place in the units either. It lists the lexical 

content. The words are accompanied by an image and an L1 translation on the margin. Usually, the 

words are paired with example sentences. See Figure 9. 
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Figure 9 A fluctuating section in the unit: What's the buzz? 

 

 

Note. Translation: Observe the name and listen to the pronunciation of some clothing-, accessories-, shoes- and 

underwear-related vocabulary. 

 

All units in English M1 contain and follow the structure just described in this section.  

 

3.1.8 The authors of English M1 

There was a selection process to recruit the writing team and this took account of our previous 

working experience. There were relatively few applicants for the writing positions. This was probably 

due to a variety of reasons, such as the salary offered, the fact that they were not permanent posts, 

and a lack of effective advertising for the roles. For example, I only found out about it because an 

insider in the project shared this with me. Our CV was taken into account. I believe previous distance 

learning and teaching experience was one of the main criteria as well as academic degrees and number 

of years teaching English. As far as I can recall, I do not think previous material writing experience was 

a criterion. Perhaps because at the time this was so rare that we were not expected to have it. 

Although I had not done any online English teaching, I was selected. Our team leader was the one who 

had been teaching the longest (about 30 years), she had lived abroad the longest (about 6 months) 

and she was also the only one who had a doctoral degree. As far as I can remember she had had no 

distance learning teaching experience. I had a master’s degree and had been teaching in private 
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language schools for about 7 years. Also, I had spent 3 months in the USA. The other third team 

member had been teaching English in private language schools for about 20 years and hold a master’s 

degree. We were three English teachers and none of us had had any formal training on English 

materials development.  

 

Along with another member of the design team, I was responsible for selecting a fourth team member. 

I was one of the responsible for recruitment because our team leader had announced she would quit, 

which meant that I would soon become the new team leader. She had had some experience designing 

materials for a local English teaching institution that uses their own brand material. However, during 

the selection process, it was never investigated what this experience actually meant (such as whether 

the material she had designed was for online or classroom use, the target level and age, or for how 

long she had done it). She was selected mostly because she had received high appraisal from our team 

leader and hence, we trusted she would be a great addition to the team. From my point of view, she 

was indeed. The selection process, however, was not principle-based. This suggests the lack of 

experience and even knowhow in what are relevant skills for being a materials writer.   

 

Halfway through the development of English M1 the team leader left (for a better job) and I became 

the new team leader. In my opinion, from the beginning this function was exerted in a democratic 

way. We trusted each other’s views and we did our best to embrace each other’s decisions. Decisions 

were mostly made as a team. We had different tasks and once our individual assignments were 

finished, we would submit this to each other’s appraisal and reviewing, thus becoming both writers 

and then editors of each other’s work. Most of the time we accepted each other’s 

amendments/suggestions. At the same time, I believe there was some constraint in terms of the 

extent to which I would criticise my colleague’s work (and I believe they felt the same way) as this 

might negatively affect the friendly working atmosphere. Back then I could see the advantages of 

designing a material and working in an environment where there is camaraderie, such as enthusiasm 

and shared vision. In hindsight, however, not being able to disagree in a way that the outcome would 

be a better material rather than a personal offence was a rather naïve attitude. At times when we 

could not make decisions by ourselves (either because we disagreed or because we were not sure 

whether we knew better), we consulted the other teams (the design team, the IT team). The main 

reason why I became the team leader had to do with the fact that I had been in the project the longest. 

The following section presents some of the constraints in the development of English M1. Some of 

them are directly related to who we were as a team.  
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3.2 Constraints in the development of English M1 

For many reasons, the development process of English M1 was not ideal. With the advantage of 

hindsight, this section discusses some of the constraints and their consequences. 

  

When designing English M1, the main setback in the development process was the lack of principled 

decision making. I believe this can be attributed to two main reasons. As an insider in the development 

of English M1, I can say that none of us had ever been involved in the development of a language 

learning material or had any experience with self-learning materials. This led us to make a lot of 

intuition-based choices. For example, we never considered running a needs analysis. The second 

reason is the incipient production of local materials in the country and the absence of proper teacher 

training in universities, where the practice of materials development and principled evaluations are 

not often included if at all present. Therefore, our decisions were based on our experience with 

globally targeted materials published for international markets for classroom use as well as our own 

assumptions of what learners would need and want from self-access material.  

  

The lack of a specific target audience was another constraint. As the literature on materials 

development claims, drawing on future learners' specific context, which includes but is not limited to 

their level, reasons for learning English, interests and age is paramount for delivering successful 

materials (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018; Bahumaid, 2008). None of these was clear.  

  

Time and financial constraints also impacted the development of English M1. They led us to skip key 

stages in the process of materials development, such as reviewing and piloting. For instance, when 

the material was already past the production phase (it had already been forwarded to the designers 

and ITs), we realised there were problems concerning, for instance, clarity. We contacted a former 

English teacher, known for being an excellent professional and an expert in the English language and 

she agreed to review the lessons receiving a rather symbolic payment. Her reviewing brought 

important improvements to the units regarding, for example, accuracy. Even though we accepted 

most of the reviewer's amendments and suggestions, some of them could not be implemented due 

to the short time we had left. The designers and the ITs were willing to cooperate towards our 

requests, but they were also on a time scale and only accepted straightforward changes. Obviously, 

this was not well planned, as we could not fully benefit from the revision.  

  

The writing of the units took longer than expected. This happened because we changed the modules 

and the units’ structure many times before we were finally pleased with what we had: a table with an 
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overview of the content of each unit (explained in section 3.2.6). Consequently, because we had a 

launch date that needed to be met, especially because of an agreement with the government, running 

a pilot version was completely ignored. Besides that, the changes that running a pilot version could 

trigger would demand financial investment and time that we never planned for. 

 

3.3 A final reflection 

This context statement narrated the developing process of English M1 and highlighted the main 

drawbacks and pitfalls during this period. It is clear that from an experts' point of view, a number of 

the decisions made would be questioned, or even criticised. Other decisions, however, might be 

considered inevitable given the constraints we had to deal with or even good decisions. However, the 

perspective that this evaluation seeks to understand is that of the end-users: the learners. Not because 

the so-called experts cannot predict or judge the likelihoods of a given material, but because 

particularly in self-access learning environments it is the learners' experience and opinion that will 

actually bring about contributions to the field of materials development. The coming chapter discusses 

the research methods of this study. It also presents which sections in/aspects of English M1 have been 

chosen for investigation and why. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

 

4. Introduction 

It is an ethical quality that research aims at benefiting society in some way as opposed to attending 

biased political agendas or holding intellectual power over others. Research is a way of discovering 

and effectively, fairly and defensibly contributing to society in varied areas, such as education 

(Freebody, 2003). In any research, but especially in educational research, as in this study, a lot of 

variables are involved and the researcher has limited control and a partial view of how things occur, 

relate to one another and interact with each other (Cohen et al., 2018). In this sense, the how-to (the 

research strategy) is paramount for assuring credibility in research despite the lack of complete control 

over what is being investigated. This study is embedded in the notion that the social world is directly 

affected by humans, all involved and playing a part in the creation of events. For instance, a 

researcher’s conceptions of social reality have direct implications in the methodology adopted, that 

is, the formulation of questions to be answered, the kind of data sought and their mode of treatment 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Ritchie et al., 2003). The following section discusses social research and its 

principles as they underpin the rationale for the methods applied in this research study. 

 

4.1 Social research 

Social research adopts interpretative approaches (interpretivism) and recognises the role of human 

interpretation (Denscombe, 2014), that is, the thinking about what happens, practical reasoning and 

decision-making. The aim is to understand meaningful experiences in all the subjectivity they are 

involved in and through the variables they are affected by. This research should not be associated with 

positivism, where findings are objective and empirically tested, truth is asserted to be absolute on the 

claims that it is based on evidence (observable phenomena, verifiable facts), and researchers distance 

themselves (their beliefs and experiences) from the analytical process (Ritchie et al., 2003). This study 

is inserted in an interpretative philosophy as it considers as much information as possible from a given 

perspective in order to understand a given reality. It understands reality through the meaning people 

confer to it. Meaning is not intrinsic to reality itself (Denscombe, 2014).  

 

As a way to clarify and organise the thinking about this study, I drew on Pring (2004) where the 

researcher is part of the world which they are researching in the sense that (i) findings are not 
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discovered (as if there previously) but negotiated and created through the interaction between 

researcher and participants; (ii) truth, understood as consensus or understanding, is the result of how 

the researcher constructs reality, that is, views of the world are dependent on those who view it and; 

(iii) multiple realities mean that different constructions of reality are possible because of certain 

features of reality, such as one's interests or traditions (like a participants' gender, or role). This is to 

say that there are different ways in which reality is conceived (for example, under the influence of 

ever-changing interaction between individuals) or constructed, as opposed to discovered.  

 

The interpretive paradigm is “tentative, conjectural speculation and probabilistic, fallibilist, imperfect, 

context-bound knowledge of multiple truths of a situation and multiple realities'' (Cohen et al., 2018, 

p. 17). Validity is associated with multiple views that can coexist. The intention is to understand the 

subjective world of human experience, get inside the person and understand from her perspective. In 

interpretive research, the theory is emergent and grounded in data generated by the study. In a 

nutshell, in social research what is being researched is context-specific (Pring, 2004) and the principal 

concern is understanding how individuals and social groups create, modify and interpret their world 

(Cohen et al., 2018). A context-dependent understanding of reality can be best understood through a 

qualitative research approach (Cohen et al., 2018). The next section explains why qualitative, not 

quantitative research, is conducted in this study. In other words, it explains why qualitative data is the 

type of data needed to answer the research questions that emerged from the inception of this 

research. 

 

4.2 Qualitative research: definition 

A qualitative study uses words to describe patterns arising from analysis, allowing for an in-depth 

understanding of a complex situation (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Hancock & Algozzine, 2017). Although tacit 

knowledge is always involved to interpret data and resulting claims are not intrinsically valid but made 

valid through judgement, qualitative research requires methods, validity and scope that will allow 

distinguishing justified belief from opinion. For instance, an argument (patterns, such as repeated 

reports and/or opinions from different users of the same learning material) should not be isolated, as 

the context is what signifies the pattern. The context is what provides an in-depth, intricate and 

detailed understanding of the attitudes, intentions and behaviours underpinning what was grouped 

(Cohen et al., 2018). 

 

In this sense, data interpretation cannot be anticipated. Consequently, the establishment of a 

theoretical scope for data interpretation is unlikely to be precisely relevant. The qualitative 
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researcher's aim should be to elicit literature and theory from data as a way of enlightening analysis, 

in other words, qualitative researchers need to remain open to emergent concepts and themes that 

will emerge from data analysis (Ritchie et al., 2014). Nevertheless, qualitative research does 

acknowledge that the researchers’ previous experience and interests play a role in determining, from 

its inception, how and what research is conducted, and these (the researchers’ previous experience 

and interests) are not theory-free. The following section further explains qualitative research in light 

of quantitative research. 

 

4.2.1 Differences between qualitative and quantitative research 

Not necessarily opposed or incompatible to qualitative research (Cohen et al., 2018), quantitative 

research assumes features that are essentially different from key characteristics and practices in 

qualitative studies which render it not as promising for investigations that aim to understand the world 

in a contextualized manner, embracing potential variables. In this section, some of these differences 

are presented especially regarding implications for the treatment of data.  

 

The most obvious difference is concerned with the unit of analysis and how analysis is conceived, in 

other words, how data is treated. Quantitative research seeks understanding and interpretation of 

events in numbers, aiming at a more positivistic interpretation. It seeks hypothesis testing through 

one best method, where variables can be controlled, units of analysis isolated and results generalized 

(Brannen, 1992). Differently, qualitative research embraces a more holistic interpretation of the unit 

of analysis rather than a fragmented view of this unit, in order to grasp an in-depth and detailed 

understanding of both observable and non-observable data (such as learners' previous English 

learning experience) (Brannen, 1992).  

 

Quantitative results aim at providing absolute truth, whereas, in qualitative research, findings can only 

be transferable or naturally generalized, as they are context-bound and originate from participants’ 

subjective experience. Not producing generalizable findings can be perceived as a downside in 

qualitative research (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). This is precisely the case because qualitative researchers 

aim at understanding the specificities of a specific scenario and for a specific scenario. However, 

although results in qualitative research emerge as the outcome of a particular context, findings can 

be replicated in other similar sets of conditions. Brannen (1992) argued that it must be considered the 

extent to which findings can be extrapolated. Tracy (2010, p. 845) explained transferability occurs 

when there is overlap between “the story of the research” and the readers’ “own situation”. That is 
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when transferability “intuitively” takes place. This is why it is so important that the qualitative 

researcher provides detailed descriptions of the research context.  

 

Qualitative research also allows for naturalistic generalization, which is when readers, based on their 

own understanding of the “story of the research” make choices regarding its potential for resonance, 

which is different from being told what the absolute truth is, instructed on what to do, or how things 

are. This is similar to what Yin (2014) referred to as analytic generalization when there is a logical 

connection between a case and wide theory. Therefore, despite not being absolute, qualitative 

research can definitely contribute to other contexts if the interested party goes through the laborious–

but enlightening–mental process of understanding both scenarios, the research scenario and her own. 

This is only possible because of the detailed level of information provided in qualitative research. 

 

As already stated, another difference is that the quantitative researcher tends to be detached from 

the nature of the data collected and the analysis of that data, whereas qualitative research 

acknowledges that the researchers’ subjectivity also imprints meaning to analysis. At the same time, 

it is important to bear in mind that the researcher’s involvement can lead the study to biased conduct, 

which is in itself a potential issue and one that the qualitative researcher needs to tackle. This issue is 

discussed in section 4.2.4. 

 

One final key difference in regards to quantitative and qualitative research is that the first tends to be 

associated with large-scale studies whilst the second with small-scale studies. This is only reasonable 

taking into account that depth of study, rich descriptions and consideration of an event’s many 

variables–so needed for detailed understanding–are only plausibly attained in a limited number of 

sources (Denscombe, 2014). The following section outlines the argument for progressing with a 

qualitative methodology in this study.  

 

4.2.2 The advantage of qualitative research for this study 

It could be helpful for statistical reasons, or for a quick assessment of value for management purposes 

(for example a school opting to continue or not using a coursebook) to know that x number of students 

have attributed, for instance, a positive learning value to a certain feature in the material. 

Nevertheless, for other purposes, the nature of such positive attribution, which reflects the different 

ways in which the learners conceived the situation (positively or negatively), could be wrongly 

perceived as the same kind of thing in each case (as if all those who perceived it positively did so for 

the same motive). In this sense, a qualitative approach to the data fits with this research purpose 
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because it allows for a detailed comprehension of how the material impacted learning embracing the 

particularities of each participant.  

 

Research that is based on quantitative data leaves out lots of interesting and potentially consequential 

findings of the phenomenon (Freebody, 2003). A qualitative analysis promotes an in-depth, intricate 

and detailed understanding of participants' reports and of what is non-observable (such as tacit 

information, attitudes, behaviours), probing issues that lie beneath the surface. Contextualization of 

information, formulaic expressions, discourse markers such as ‘well’, and prosodic features such as 

pauses, laughter, emphatic stress, and strong pitch movements may provide insights that are only 

perceived in a qualitative approach to the case study (Jenkins, 2007). In this sense, this study is 

dedicated to understanding learners' processes for use of English M1 without controlling any 

variables, but embracing as large as possible the number of elements that to a minor or a major extent 

might have affected such processes. The following section explains why this research follows a 

qualitative methodology. 

 

4.2.3 Rationale for a qualitative approach  

My interest in evaluating English M1 took place because of my intrinsic (Stake, 1995) and local/insider 

knowledge of the circumstances under which it was designed, which allowed me to identify this 

investigation as a potentially enlightening case/unit of analysis (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017). Varying 

definitions have been attributed to case studies (Cohen et al., 2018) and this study can be understood 

in light of one of them. A case study is the understanding of an activity within its circumstances (Stake, 

1995) and it involves rich description and context and deep analysis of events from multiple sources 

(Cohen et al., 2018; Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995). This study draws on the concept of a case study 

method in the sense that it is an in-depth account of the context, the cause (the how) and the effect 

(the why) (Cohen et al., 2018; Yin, 2014) of the relevant areas (presented in section 4.3) of the material 

on the learners.  

 

Not everything about English M1 is looked at (as shall be explained in section 4.3). As advised (Yin, 

2014), before data collection, deliberate thought was given to the framework of this thesis therefore 

I knew the relevant areas (because of personal interest) and made sure that there was data collected 

on these particular topics (the ones presented in section 4.3). English M1 is evaluated by means of 

interviews with learners who used it, the multiple sources of evidence (Cohen et al., 2018). The 

interviews focus on the processes, the interaction and relationships, embracing the complexity of each 

individual and their context, allowing them to speak for themselves (Cohen et al., 2018). It is important 
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to acknowledge that whilst the strength of an in-depth account of a particular context lies in its 

illustrative, illuminative and strong account of reality (Wellington, 2015), it must move beyond 

description to analysis (Denscombe, 2014) and, supported by evidence, make theoretical statements 

(Cohen et al., 2018). Therefore, this research is interested in knowing how learners used English M1 

and why they did it in the way they did, as well as how the particularities of the material affected their 

choices and why they affected in the way they did because analysis of the answers to these questions 

can reveal the value of this material and put forward some contributions. The following section 

discusses potential limitations in qualitative research and how they can be tackled.  

 

4.2.4 Issues surrounding qualitative data  

In order to be usable, data per se goes through a construction and interpretation phenomena that is 

not detached from the researchers’ subjectivity, it becomes elicited data (Flick, 2018). The qualitative 

researchers’ background, values, identity and beliefs have a significant bearing not only on the analysis 

of the data but also on the nature of the data collected (Denscombe, 2014). This inevitably elicits the 

risk of bias. Tracy (2010) named 'sincerity' a qualitative quality. As a way to assure sincerity in 

qualitative research and qualitative data analysis, qualitative researchers should maintain self-

reflexivity about subjective values, biases and inclinations and be transparent about the methods and 

challenges. I present how I attempted to maintain sincerity quality in section 4.4.5.  

 

Another potential drawback with qualitative data is that explanations of cause and effect cannot be 

conclusively proven. That is to say, that cause and effect relations are heavily dependent on 

researchers’ interpretation of data. However, this interpretation should not be conducted in an 

impressionistic, biased way, but based on evidence. The weight of evidence lies in the recurrence of 

themes (ideas, images, answers) as they crop up repeatedly and from more than one source. Evidence 

should not be confused with interesting data or data that confirm the researchers' theory or hunch 

(Atkins & Wallace, 2012).  

 

As discussed previously, generalisability in qualitative research is not a straightforward action, which 

might be perceived as a pitfall. However, the qualitative researcher's aim is to illuminate and/or 

explore, rather than prove (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). In other words, qualitative research does not 

contribute to generalizable knowledge (that is, absolutely true anywhere, at any time), but rather to 

the exploration of specific issues, within specific contexts. And even in possession of co-occurring data, 

the evidence is not proof or truth, but they suggest or point in order to identify a case, and 

consequently illuminate and explore this case, leading to evidence of something. For this reason, 
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examples of the data must be carefully selected to be used as evidence, in order to avoid only selecting 

data that supports one (the researchers’ possibly) point of view and neglect data that contradicts it 

(Atkins & Wallace, 2012). Another issue when selecting data is attributing to a specific body of data 

only one interpretation (when it actually can lead to more than one). These concerns are related to 

researchers’ bias and are dealt with in section 4.4.6.  

 

4.2.5 Approach to qualitative content analysis 

The philosophy of Inductive Category Formation (Mayring, 2014) guided the analysis of data collected 

in this study. As a content analysis technique, this is the process of summarizing the data collected, 

particularly important in qualitative data analysis where often an excessive amount of data is 

collected. Reduction, however, must not compromise the quality of data analysis. The content analysis 

focuses on language, linguistic features and meaning in context (Cohen et al., 2018). In a systematic 

way, it seeks for the description of patterns and trends (or codes and categories) in content that 

emerges through analysis of the data, that is, responsive categorization (Cohen et al., 2018; Weber, 

1990). Because assumptions are based on frequencies of contingent happenings (Stake, 1995) coded 

data are obtained primarily from categories that were formed by similar ideas. In this sense, the 

incidence is determined not by the recurrence of exact words alone, but by similar meaning, at the 

same time assuring that attention is given to the subtle meaning of particular words or phrases only 

perceived within the original context.  

 

Another concern when conducting data analysis was not to compromise the quality of the evidence 

(that is the fragments taken from the data) when making decisions about what extracts to select for 

coding, and how to code them. For this reason, I made sure to look at participants’ reports not only 

horizontally (searching for repeated references across different respondents) but also vertically 

(analysing each individual’s experience as one).  

 

4.3 The aspects of English M1 chosen for evaluation 

The researcher’s experience has been said to be complementary to qualitative research when it comes 

to understanding the nature of a phenomenon (Cohen et al., 2018), the reason why my own 

background interest, knowledge and biography preceded this research and drove it to a particular 

area of interest. For instance, in my previous experiences teaching English to monolingual groups of 

Portuguese speakers, I was used to learners disapproving of teachers who resorted to Portuguese in 

the classroom because they perceived it as a lack of fluency in the language (which can be true but 
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not always). This motivated me to know how learners would perceive the use of Portuguese in English 

M1. A second motivation for these choices was that I considered such aspects worthy of consideration 

due to the sparse number of post-use evaluation of self-access materials that draw on learners. For 

example, the literature about the use of learners' L1 in the classroom is not that new, however, to the 

best of my knowledge, this has not been investigated in self-access materials from the perspective of 

the learners. 

 

An additional aspect that helped to define the relevant areas that would make it in the final thesis was 

the richness of data collected. This is to say that I interviewed learners about things that ended up not 

included in the thesis. For example, I had initially planned to investigate how learners had perceived 

the teaching of grammar but this revealed not to arouse learners’ particular interest or richness of 

comments, especially in comparison to other aspects that elicited richer reports. An example of how 

data itself determined what features of the material would be discussed in the thesis was 

interviewees' comments about L1 speakers of English. This elicited an enlightening contribution about 

how learners perceive native supremacy and standard models of English.  

 

The aspects of the material that received careful evaluation and constitute evaluation chapters in this 

thesis are the following: 

 

- The reading section Catching a Glimpse 

This section of the material was chosen because I was particularly interested in finding out learners’ 

opinions about the only section in the unit that is almost entirely written in English and contains no 

instructions. I wanted to know how this would be perceived in a self-learning environment, such as 

whether learners would read or not and how and the role of the glossary, the illustration and the audio 

tool in comprehension and language learning. I also wanted to know if the cultural content (USA-

related topics) had appealed to learners' interest and why. 

 

- The animated episodes All About You 

The animated episodes were chosen because, during the development of English M1, this was the 

section the developers were most confident that learners would enjoy, hoping this would significantly 

promote and sustain their motivation to access the material. So, I was curious to know the extent to 

which these expectations turned true. This was also the most expensive aspect in the development of 

the material, therefore I wanted to know its pedagogical value.  
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- The languages used in the material: Portuguese (learners' L1) and the standard American 

English 

The first stages of data analysis identified learners were particularly happy about how their L1 had 

been used particularly because of the self-access nature of the material and their level. In regards to 

the standard AmE, as I expected, learners accepted this model and perceived this choice as good for 

them. However, it was interesting to note that they also welcomed Rosa's English (a non-native English 

speaker) for the reasons they did. I realized that exploring these themes was needed in order to value 

and better comprehend learners' views since their responses showed a lot of enthusiasm and detailed 

comments about how these two languages had been used in the material. 

 

Although at the very early stages of the research (prior to data collection) more features had been 

chosen, investigation of other aspects did not carry through for two reasons: time constraints and 

limited scope viable in a PhD thesis. Limiting the number of aspects to be investigated was detrimental 

to data with manageable proportions and details (Cunningsworth, 1995). The next section brings 

explanations about the research design.  

 

4.4 Research design 

This section provides a detailed account of the background of this research and the practicalities of it.   

 

4.4.1 The research setting 

English M1 was designed in Brazil for Brazilian learners. It was launched at the end of 2014. When the 

participants (users of the material) were addressed (in February 2016) two cohorts had taken place. 

The learners addressed in this study belong to the 2015/1 and 2015/2 cohorts. Data was obtained, in 

Brazil, during the course of two months. More information about the material itself (such as target 

level and modes of delivery) was provided in Chapter 3. This study is concerned with the evaluation 

of English M1 from two perspectives: a literature-based one and that of the learners who used the 

material.  

 

4.4.2 The research methods  

The objective of this study was to address the ultimate end-users of English M1 and draw on their 

reports about how they engaged with the material, as well as what they expect from materials. In 

agreement with this objective, I needed to address them in a way that they would feel free to express 
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themselves, providing detailed information and allowing me to make questions 'on the spot', following 

a qualitative approach in this study. Although I needed the contextualization that qualitative 

approaches to data collection allow me to have, I wanted to be able to make more informed questions 

when approaching learners. In other words, I needed some type of insight into how the material had 

impacted them in order to value their experience in the questions I prepared for the same-structured 

interviews. For this reason, I initially investigated learners' experience through a quantitative online 

questionnaire. I chose this as my first insight into the kind of knowledge I would actually be eliciting 

from learners during the interviews because I did not want my questions to be based solely on my 

own views of what was worth discussing. 

 

4.4.2.1 Questionnaire 

Questionnaires are instruments of data collection that provide some level of structure to the data 

collected and a relatively straightforward analysis (Cohen et al., 2018). As explained previously, for a 

better quality of the data that would be elicited in the semi-structured interviews, I wanted to gain an 

insight into learners' experience in a relatively quick but informative way. For this reason, I addressed 

learners concerning varied topics of the material through multiple-choice questions and rating scales. 

Another advantage was that an online questionnaire could be administered without my physical 

presence.  

 

Designing the online questionnaire 

The questionnaire was administered in learners' L1 for accessibility purposes as well as to avoid 

demanding too much from the respondent in aspects concerning their ability to comprehend and 

recall, especially considering the time taken to complete the questionnaire and the clarity of the 

questions designed. These questions provided simple frequencies and percentages to be calculated. 

The complete questionnaire is available in Appendix A. Figure 10 shows an example of a rating scale 

question, Figure 11 exemplifies a multiple-choice question and Figure 12 shows an example of a closed 

question. 
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Figure 10 Rating scale question. 

 

Note. Translation: To what extent do you agree with the following sentence: Great! Otherwise I 

wouldn't be able to engage or understand the lessons.  

 

 

 

Figure 11 Multiple choice question. 

Note. Translation: When did you mostly access the material? On the weekends (25), On weekdays 

(15), I didn't have a routine, it varied both in regards to when and for how long (18), It varied a lot (11).  

 

 

Figure 12 Closed answer question. 

 



 

Chapter 4 Methodology 

 45 

 

Note. Translation: Did you study English before using English M1? 

 

The online questionnaire contained 10 pages. Because participants could perceive the number of 

pages in the questionnaire as too long, I tried to minimize the response burden by placing the longest 

pages in the middle (pages 4 and 6 with twenty-one and twenty rating sentences each). This was to 

avoid learners gaining the impression that all pages would be long and feel demotivated or drop out. 

Also because of the number of questions on these two pages learners could lower their attention level 

towards the end. I tried to attenuate that by delivering easy-to-read and short sentences. Also, 

learners did not have to continuously read the rating options as they were the same for all the rating 

questions on all the pages of the survey. Pages 4 and 6 are particularly longer because they dealt with 

sections in the material that contained varied features. For instance, page 4 was concerned with the 

varied features in the reading section (the text, the glossary, the image and the audio version of the 

text). I opted for designing a longer page and maintaining all theme-related questions together instead 

of having shorter but more pages in the questionnaire and separating theme-related questions.  

 

The other pages (1 to 3, 5 and 7 to 10) were reasonably short and the sense of progression was 

probably high. Page 1 contained no questions, only the questionnaire title. Page 2 contained four 

demographic questions. Pages 7 and 10 contained three rating sentences and one multiple-choice 

question each. Page 5 contained six rating sentences and one multiple-choice question. To reduce the 

chances of respondents feeling frustrated and exasperated at the amount of time and effort being 

asked of them, there was also information about the progress towards completion, as recommended 

in Denscombe (2014). Also, as good practice recommends (Denscombe, 2014), potential participants 

were told in the Participant Information Sheet (Appendix B) that they were likely to need 15 minutes 

to complete the questionnaire. They were also told (both in the Participant information sheet and in 

the Signed Consent Form-Appendix C) that they could withdraw participation at any time. Ultimately, 

I trusted that since they volunteered to answer the questionnaire, they were minimally willing to 

cooperate and would not feel immediately annoyed by the possibility of a (slightly) longer than 

expected questionnaire. Each page in the online questionnaire contained questions related to a 

different aspect of the material. Table 2 presents an overview of the pages and the aspects of the 

material they addressed. 
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Page 1  Questionnaire title 

Page 2 Demographic questions 

Page 3 The animated episodes All about you 

Page 4 The reading section Catching a Glimpse 

Page 5 The activities with electronic feedback 

Page 6 The grammar section  

The online tutor 

Page 7 The vocabulary lists 

Page 8 Lesson length, progression through the lesson, self-discipline 

Page 9 The listening input: native / non-native speakers 

Page 10 The use of Portuguese – learners’ L1 

Thank you note and invitation to participate in the interview 

Table 2 An overview of the online questionnaire. 

 

Seventy-three people completed the online questionnaire. I tracked individual participants' responses 

and found that none of them dropped out, although eleven respondents left some questions 

unanswered. Amongst the seventy-three, forty-five expressed they could meet for the face-to-face 

interview. They had been informed in advance–on page 10 in the online questionnaire–that the 

interview should last about 30 minutes. This ratio suggests that they were not unduly put off by the 

length of the questionnaire.  

 

The role of the online questionnaire 

The data collected through the online questionnaire informed me in different ways. For example, 

learners’ responses to the questions on pages 2 and 3 were surprising because they showed that 

learners were more interested in the reading section CaG than in the animated episodes AAY whereas 

I would have guessed the opposite. However, I still did not know why that was the case. The responses 

to page 10 were also paramount as they informed my line of questioning in the interview with the 

evidence that learners seemed to have appreciated the Portuguese written units more than I thought 

would be the case. Page 9 confirmed my expectations that learners would be positive about the 

listening input from speakers born in English-speaking countries. Although the questionnaires did not 

collect the detailed information I needed, they provided insights into whether the relevant aspects I 

initially considered would trigger interesting responses from participants. I still needed the interviews 

to understand learners’ responses to the online questionnaire. This was key in keeping with a learner-
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centred evaluation of the material and designing more informed questions for the semi-structured 

interviews.  

 

4.4.2.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Considering the research purpose of learning about people's beliefs, perspectives and meaning-

making, semi-structured interviews were the main method of data generation in this study (Roulston 

& Choi, 2018). Interviews allow researchers to explore in-depth the how and why people frame their 

ideas in the ways they do (Cohen et al., 2018). Because the objective of this study was to understand 

the impact of the material on learners from their perspective, interviews with the learners were 

chosen as the best instrument for data gathering as they enable multi-sensory data to be captured, 

verbal and non-verbal, all important in the process of attributing meaning to respondents’ opinions 

(Cohen et al., 2018). I opted for semi-structured interviews because I could make sure the topic that 

needed to be covered would be (that is, the topics I was interested in and the ones that the data 

collected in the quantitative questionnaire had suggested as relevant) whilst still giving space for 

spontaneity. This is particularly useful in the situation of this study because although I had gained an 

insight into what to ask from the questionnaire, I did not know the whys and hows for learners’ 

opinions, therefore I relied on respondents to tell me.  

 

As the nature of semi-structured interviews presuppose, at the same time that themes and questions 

are defined a priori, the wording of the questions and the sequence may be tailored to each 

interviewee according to their answers. Because I knew each learner would have a different response 

to the different features of the material being investigated, I knew that I would have to rephrase 

questions, ask for further clarifications, and examples, of the things they were saying, and for each 

one this would occur in a particular way.  

 

It is sensible that researchers who are insiders to the element under scrutiny dedicate time to reflect 

on their preconceptions and hypothesis about the topics to be discussed in the interview as a way of 

being able to distinguish one’s own voice to that of the respondents (Roulston & Choi, 2018). Taking 

into account this is an example of an insider-research, the process of deciding which features of the 

material to evaluate, the development of the online questionnaire (and the evidence it provided) and 

the designing of the semi-structured interview gave me opportunities to reflect on what I personally 

expected the outcome of learners’ experience with the material could be and to better prepare not 

to mix my expectations with what they were saying. The interviews were conducted in the learners' 

L1 (Portuguese), which is also the researchers' first language. This increased the chances that learners 
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would be able to express themselves and that I would understand more accurately the meaning of 

what they said. 

 

4.4.3 Aided recall   

My initial intention was to use the think-aloud protocol during the semi-structured interviews. This 

technique aims at eliciting from interviewees concurrent verbalization of whatever crosses their mind 

whilst performing a task. The benefits of this type of research data to this study are that being able to 

use/experience the material once again, that is, being prompted with parts of the material, is likely to 

help respondents recall their experiences when they used the material for the first time. This 

combination would have, perhaps, generated more accurate descriptions of the impact of the material 

on learners’ experience.  

 

However, after trying this technique with one respondent, I realized that because most of the 

interaction with English M1 is based on reading, the interviewee’s cognitive load was overwhelmed, 

which hindered her capacity to verbalize. Even after having instructed her to freely comment on what 

she was doing (she was reading through the unit), I found myself having to remind her to do so, which 

led her to interrupt the interaction with the material to focus on what I was saying, indicating she was 

waiting for a question before resume reading. I was particularly sensitive to the possible negative 

implications of how this participant was responding to the interview because I was familiar with 

interview techniques. This know-how allowed me to confidently identify that the think-aloud 

technique was not working as expected as opposed to, for example, misinterpreting the situation and 

concluding that it was the participant who was not willing to cooperate.  

 

For this reason, for the following interviews, I reviewed the literature and opted for aided recall 

instead (Lavrakas, 2008). By explicitly showing respondents the section in the material I was referring 

to in my questions, the respondent's memory of the event was enhanced and the completeness of 

their reports increased. This revealed to be a sound decision, as the following paragraph will explain. 

Also, for this reason, I considered this first interview a pilot interview, as it helped to define the data 

collection process. Data collected in this first interview is not part of the data analysed because the 

way this learner was addressed differs from how the other respondents were addressed.  

 

Ideally, a fuller pilot study, with more informants, would have given me extra assurance of the best 

way to approach participants about the material. However, the time frame did not allow for this. I only 

had 2 months in Brazil. Besides that, I did not want to "waste" the volunteers I had for the interviews 
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in a pilot study because I did not have much control over the number of participants that would 

actually agree to meet with me. I opted for a slightly risk-averse strategy of using simpler interviews 

but tried to mitigate the downside of not running a proper pilot study putting a lot of thought into the 

experience I had with this one first participant.  

  

Besides helping towards improving the approach to the following interviews, including helping me to 

gain some practice in interviewing, this first interview confirmed the adequacy of the content and 

wording of the interview questions (as they had already been heavily informed by the online 

questionnaire). In this sense, the content of the questions was not altered. Another contribution from 

this interview was an improved order to the topics addressed. Whereas initially, I planned to address 

the sections in the material in the sequence they appear in the unit, during the first interview this 

seemed rather predictable (not to say boring). This led me to consider other and more beneficial 

strategies. Because I noticed that during the interview there had been topics that caused the 

participant to speak more enthusiastically, I organised the pre-established questions in an order I 

believed would elicit more engaging responses. This was likely to increase the quality of data collected 

because learners would have already activated background knowledge through talking about more 

appealing themes and regained awareness of some aspects previously forgotten up until the moment 

we discussed them. Although I had an order established, this was not fixed. I still wanted the learners' 

response to guide the questions/content of the interview. However, having planned for an order of 

questions proved helpful in moments when the conversation did not evolve naturally from one topic 

to the other. The semi-structured interview schedule can be found in Appendix D. 

 

Next, I will outline the research background. This is followed by the implementation of data collection, 

the analysis and the writing-up.  

4.4.4 Procedures for data collection 

I now present the detailed procedures involved in the data collection. The data were collected 

following the research design initially planned. 

 

4.4.4.1 The first contact with participants 

I emailed 316 users of English M1 (cohorts 2015/01 and 2015/02) asking whether they would agree 

to participate in this study by answering an online questionnaire. Potential participants were chosen 

based on their town of residence. Although this material was being used throughout the country, I 
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opted for contacting the cohorts with learners from the town in which I was based for logistical and 

financial reasons.  

 

Because the first time I sent the email (an invitation letter, Appendix E, English version) to potential 

participants was the first week of January, a time that, in Brazil, most people are enjoying summer 

holidays, only three participants wrote back to me agreeing to take the online questionnaire. This was 

a clear sign that the time of the year was not ideal, so I resent the email towards the end of the month 

explaining I was sending it for the second time for the reasons I just described. This revealed to be a 

good strategy to boost the response rate, as, in just a few days, I got more than 70 positive responses 

to participation in the online questionnaire. Recontacting participants is perceived as a valid action in 

scenarios where their absence was probably motivated by reasons other than simply ignoring my 

contact (Denscombe, 2014). 

 

I attached to the emails the Participant Information Sheet (Appendix B, Portuguese version). From the 

beginning, learners were made aware of key aspects concerning this study, for example, the fact that 

I was part of the team that developed the material. I also informed them that their participation was 

optional, that they could withdraw from the study at any time without providing any justifications, 

and that their identity would not be associated with the data in any way. Ethical considerations about 

how I gained access to participants’ emails and other gatekeepers’ ethical considerations are discussed 

in section 4.4.6. 

 

4.4.4.2 Administering the online questionnaire 

In continuing the process of administering the questionnaires, I sent a third email to all potential 

participants who agreed to answer the online questionnaire. A Portuguese version of the Consent 

Form (Appendix C) was attached to this email. I kindly asked potential participants to read it and if in 

full agreement, to send it back to me, through email, with their signature. In the body of this email, I 

sent a hyperlink to the online questionnaire on the website Survey Monkey. Detailed information 

about the questionnaire design was presented previously in this chapter in section 4.4.2.1.  

 

4.4.4.3 Sampling the semi-structured interviews 

As described in section 4.4.2.1, the final page in the online questionnaire asked learners whether they 

would like to attend a face-to-face interview. Amongst the seventy-three who answered the online 

questionnaire, forty-five respondents got back to me saying they agreed to attend the interview. 
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However, following up with further emails to schedule the meetings, fewer participants replied to my 

email or were able to fit in with the time slots I had available. These consisted of mornings and 

afternoons, from Monday to Friday, through the entire month of February in 2016. Reasons for not 

being able to meet me included being at work and travelling. Also, a few participants did not come to 

the arranged meeting and did not provide any information. To these, I sent another email asking 

whether they would like to reschedule. Some did. Others never wrote back. In the end, a total of 

twenty-six participants participated in the face-to-face interviews, but only 24 were considered in the 

data analysis, as explained in section 4.4.4.6. 

 

4.4.4.4 Recording the interviews 

As the main tool for data collection in this study, and to ensure accuracy, completeness and full 

understanding of the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) all interviews were voice recorded using QuickTime 

Player, an extensive multimedia framework capable of handling various formats of digital video, 

picture and sound. With this tool, I was able to record learners’ voices as well as the computer screen, 

which provided greater contextual information as this showed exactly which aspect of the material 

respondents were looking at when speaking. At the beginning of the interview (as well as in the 

Consent form and Participant’s information sheet–see Appendices C and B) learners were informed 

that their participation would be voice recorded. In consonance with ethical requirements, recordings 

only began after learners indicated they had understood that the interview would be recorded.  

 

4.4.4.5 Approach to the semi-structured interviews 

As a way of establishing rapport and obtaining background information from participants, all 

interviews began with factual (demographic) questions. Because there is no right or wrong answer to 

factual questions, learners were unlikely to feel tested, or threatened, which set a good mood for the 

interview. I asked participants about their previous English learning experience (such as 'Did you study 

English before English M1? Where? For how long? Why did you choose English M1?). Also, to decrease 

participants’ anxiety and set a relaxing atmosphere, the interview was very informal.  

 

The questions planned a priori to be used in the semi-structured interviews were established based 

on two criteria: (1) they should cover all the relevant topics that I wanted to evaluate and those that 

the online questionnaire had motivated me to pursue and; (2) they should elicit an overview of 

respondents' opinion, from where I would then be able to make further questions and seek for more 

detailed and specific opinions. Further detail about the questions I asked learners at different 
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moments of the interview is presented in the evaluation chapters (chapters 5, 6 and 7). But overall, 

when prompting participants with the material on the screen, I asked whether they could remember 

using/reading what they were looking at, their impressions/memories on whether it was pleasant or 

tedious doing so, whether they thought it was learning efficient or any other aspect about their 

experience they would like to mention as an initial response to the prompt.  

 

The material on the screen helped learners recall their experience as well as the features of the 

material itself. This revealed to be helpful not only for improved recall, but also because this allowed 

learners to have a moment of rest in the sense that if they needed time to think or a moment of silence 

to consider something, they would resort to the screen, even if not consciously looking at what it 

showed, and feel comfortable to remain in silence. The screen was also helpful for me. I can share that 

tolerating the moments of silence was a lot easier because of it. This caused me to be more patient in 

waiting for learners to formulate their responses and less likely to use prompts too early–potentially 

foreclosing participants’ contributions (Barbour, 2018).  

 

Although I had the semi-structured interview schedule on the table, most of the time I only resorted 

to this towards the end of the interview to make sure I had asked everything I wanted to ask. I was 

able to do this because I knew the topics and questions by heart (as recommended in Roulston & Choi, 

2018). Also because of this, I felt that I could listen carefully without worrying about what the next 

question would be. Furthermore, this conferred an informal tone to the interview as my questions 

emerged naturally and seemed like a result of what learners were saying as opposed to me following 

a pre-established protocol. In other words, all topics were approached in conversational style instead 

of having a set questionnaire that I would parrot at the respondents. This was also important to make 

sure that I would be understood and that learners would be able to say otherwise. I was also prepared 

to welcome learners’ ambiguous feelings if they had any, knowing that I would have to be able to 

understand and interpret their lived experiences and explore nuanced descriptions, probing what they 

meant, asking for clarifications and examples of what they meant at that precise moment of the 

interview. Seeking clarification and asking participants to contextualize their response is a means 

through which good data can be elicited (Barbour, 2018). 

 

A positive aspect of using semi-structured interviews was that it made it easier to code and establish 

categories because there was some structure in the interview. To some extent, I knew where to find, 

in the data files, the responses concerning the different sections of the material. However, I was aware 

that even though for an initial analytical process this would be helpful, I always kept in mind that no 



 

Chapter 4 Methodology 

 53 

interpretation could be made in isolation. This is to say that before actually conferring meaning to a 

given extract, I took into account the entire report/interview. More about data analysis is explained 

in section 4.4.5.5. 

 

In general, the interview questions followed a hierarchical focusing strategy suggested by P. Tomlinson 

(1989), that is, they started with more general questions and continued with more specific ones, to 

probe for the underlying reasons for individuals’ unique approach to the material and their 

consequent experience. This movement was repeated throughout the interviews as the different 

aspects of the material chosen for investigation were covered. The interviews were shaped in a format 

that aimed at unique, non-standardized, personalized information about how participants viewed the 

material (Cohen et al., 2018). I knew the features of the material I wanted learners to comment on, 

but what exactly they would talk about regarding each of these features was less established, so 

questions built on and emerged from each individual and the circumstances they described, which 

allowed for more relevant questions on the spot. Furthermore, this allowed respondents to have 

certain control over what they felt they needed or wanted to share, somehow guiding the focus of 

this research instead of me previously establishing it and then forcing it on them at the interview. 

 

4.4.4.6 The number of interviews  

Experts agree there is no right quantity for qualitative interviews that would elicit enough and not too 

much data (Baker & Edwards, 2012). It all depends on the project itself. I had to scale my expectations 

to the resources and time I had available. That is, I interviewed all the participants who agreed to meet 

with me, which were twenty-six. However, only twenty-four featured in the data analysis. This is 

because the interview with the first participant was used as a pilot interview (as explained in section 

4.4.3). The other participant behaved in a manner that was not expected as her responses did not 

relate to the questions I asked. This participant's data was excluded because her responses did not 

relate in any meaningful way to the prompts given to her and therefore seemed unreliable.  

 

4.4.4.7 The duration of the interviews 

The interviews were originally designed to last thirty minutes to avoid possible fatigue for the 

participants. However, some interviews lasted longer as participants were willing to share more of 

their experiences with me. Two interviews were particularly long (lasting fifty minutes and one hour 

each). These respondents (both teachers) comfortably reported their experience and seemed happy 

to do so, the reason why extending the duration of the interview with them did not challenge ethical 
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standards of participants' well-being. Interrupting what they had to say just because the time had 

exceeded did not seem reasonable.  

 

4.4.4.8 The place of the interviews 

Ensuring my own safety and that of the people I was meeting for the first time is an ethical concern 

that was appropriately met. The local library was chosen for three main reasons: it is centrally located 

so participants had easy access to the site; it contains smaller rooms where we could sit quietly 

without external interference (which allowed for good quality audio-recordings) and it is a safe place 

(library staff and visitors were always nearby).  

 

4.4.4.9 Participants 

All participants were Brazilians and spoke Brazilian Portuguese as their L1. Participants' age range 

varied from younger adults (of about 18 years old) to middle-aged adults (of about 40 years old). Most 

participants were members of staff in the vocational school where the material was developed, a few 

others were students in the vocational courses offered by the institute and only two were state-school 

learners at the secondary level.  

 

Participants’ previous experience with learning English varied greatly. For example, one participant 

said that he had never studied English whilst another one said that she had studied English for seven 

years in a language school. The vast majority said that they had studied English previously, at least at 

regular school, but some of them also mentioned self-directed learning, (paid) language schools, 

private teachers and playing video games. Still, all learners identified themselves at a basic level of 

English proficiency. For instance, the learner who had studied for seven years argued that she had 

begun as a child and had forgotten most of it for lack of practice. 

 

Overall, the participants opted for using the material because they wanted to learn English for general 

purposes (such as to watch movies or travel). The younger learners also referred to the potential 

benefits for future careers and better job opportunities. A few respondents referred to the need for 

reading academic articles in English as part of their undergraduate programmes. The vast majority 

also mentioned future visits to English speaking countries as reasons for learning English. When asked 

why they opted for self-access material, more precisely, English M1, two reasons were recurrent: 

because it was perceived as less time demanding than a classroom-based course and it was free of 
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cost. Some of the members of staff also referred to the possibility of career progression and salary 

raise as motivators to use the material.  

 

4.4.4.10 Volunteer sampling 

Although a large number of potential participants were contacted, 316 in total, this number is only 

concerned with the cohorts that took place in the city of Pelotas, where the field research and data 

collection took place. Still, the 316 who were invited to participate constitute a representative sample 

because they replicate the varied strands of learners to which the material was designed: students 

from vocational schools, members of staff in these vocational schools and state school learners at the 

secondary level. The 26 participants who took part in the interviews were selected through volunteer 

sampling. All participants who volunteered were accepted as the only criteria for recruitment was 

having used the material.  

 

It is important to recognize that this sample is biased in a particular way. It is possible that through 

volunteer sampling learners who had more positive things to say about English M1, as opposed to 

those with more negative views, ended up constituting the sample. After all, those who disliked the 

material, probably quit and did not even feel like they could participate in an interview about their 

experience with a material they did not use, which is likely to have significantly decreased the chances 

that they would meet me. However, I believe volunteer sampling was beneficial in terms of having 

participants who were willing to share in a committed way, as they volunteered to do so. 

 

4.4.5 Treatment given to data collected 

The following steps will present how data was managed from the moment it became to exist until the 

analysis process was terminated.  

 

4.4.5.1 Data preparation  

In consonance with ethical standards, the original data files were saved in the encrypted storage cloud 

service Dropbox. Then, I duplicated the files on my password-protected computer. Thirdly I imported 

the files into NVivo (section 4.4.5.3 contains a larger discussion on the use of this software) and 

systematically catalogued them, giving them a unique serial number for reference purposes (for 

instance, P02). This step was also important in assuring data would be kept anonymous as the original 

code (participants’ name) was only maintained in the original files that I did not work with. The project 
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running in the software NVivo also contained two copies. The copy on my desktop was constantly 

updated and saved and the backup copy, located in Dropbox, was regularly updated. 

 

4.4.5.2 Primary coding, data transcription and translation  

Supported by technological affordances which allow for simultaneous watching/listening to the 

recording and coding (Saldaña, 2016), I opted for live coding, that is, coding occurred directly using 

the video/audio file (Parameswaran et al., 2020). 

 

Transcriptions did not occur extensively because using the qualitative data analysis software NVivo, I 

could easily navigate through the files, that is, participants’ talks (the ‘raw’ data) where I had integral 

access to what they had said, their words as well as other elements of communication such as 

hesitation, intonation, excitement, doubts and irony, which was important to preserve the voice of 

the participants (Parameswaran et al., 2020). One of the potential drawbacks of coding that emerges 

from transcriptions is that they end up offering a slice of the original event (Parameswaran et al., 2020; 

Denscombe, 2014). Therefore, besides integral access to respondents' data, tools in Nvivo also 

enabled me to attach annotations to specific parts of the files, highlight (describe it using my own 

words) both verbal and non-verbal content and keep a memo with my insights about their underlying 

meanings. These annotations made retrieval of meanings attributed to specific parts of the files easier.  

 

Besides that, constantly listening to the interviews and the participants’ voices (and all the non-verbal 

aspects of their talk) made me very familiar with the data, which I attribute to the fact that I was 

listening to the data with all its richness of rhythm and intonation and not reading it on a transcript. I 

felt as if I got to know the person, which also helped me to code based on the themes that were 

emerging for that person. I memorized many of the respondents’ lines, not only the sequence of words 

(as one could have done if reading the transcript many times) but how they were said. Having learners' 

data at the forefront of my mind facilitated the analysis process, as there were times I could recall and 

quote from memory whilst writing an initial draft of an idea in the analysis process, decreasing the 

moments when the flux of thought was interrupted to search for information. As soon as the idea had 

been put into written words, I always made sure to retrieve the specific extract I had in mind (proof 

of this is that every quote contains a reference to the moment in the interview it was said) to amend 

any mistakes, confirm the intended meaning was indeed that my memory was giving me and double-

check the contextual information supported the interpretation I was giving to it.  
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Another reason why I opted for live coding was that, during the interviews, the computer screen 

showing the specific parts of the material we were looking at and talking about were also recorded. 

Although side notes could be added to transcriptions indicating what is happening in the interview 

environment, a transcription would separate the audio input from this visual input, which was 

paramount for a context-driven interpretation.  

 

Nevertheless, I transcribed (in NVivo) the pieces of information that helped illustrate specific themes 

and that were used when writing up the analysis of the data as quotes to illustrate particular points. 

As a bilingual speaker myself, I translated all the quotes. When doing so, I translated the quotes 

immediately after transcribing them, in order to remain as close as possible to the original and 

intended meaning, making an effort to keep the meanings surrounding that quote through the process 

of translation. In other words, I aimed at retaining most of the individual styles, as a way to ensure the 

quality of the content. 

 

4.4.5.3 Using qualitative data analysis software for data analysis 

In order to process the data ready for analysis, I used the computer-assisted software NVivo. NVivo 

11 (Mac computers version) is employed in this research as a document and coding management 

system to assist and give clarity to the coding and analytical processes (Cohen et al., 2018). The use of 

qualitative data analysis software, in this case, NVivo, does not exempt the researcher from his/her 

hermeneutic task. The computer is used as a tool for efficiency and not as a tool that in and of itself 

conducts analysis and draws conclusions. Careful data display is essential for the success of data 

selection and analysis (Miles et al., 2020). Whilst NVivo can support data display, I needed to know 

how to use this tool for the benefit of the research. For easier management of files in the software 

NVivo, data was not kept in its original format of video files, that is, talk and screen image. I uploaded 

the audio version of it to work with reduced sizes of files. However, because I worked with two screens, 

I was able to watch the double-modal input (audio and image) and code the audio extracts in NVivo 

aware of the visual data they corresponded to. 

 

4.4.5.4 Coding data 

Because of the nature of semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions, the interview 

schedule was precoded, so the content of the interviews was partly assigned at the moment the 

questions were designed. This means that before the first stage of data analysis and coding, I knew 

some of the codes that were very likely to come up. However, aiming at fidelity to the data, definitive 
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codes only derived or were confirmed after analysis of respondents’ answers. That is, the predefined 

codes (the codes I had in my mind) were later modified, adjusted or added to in response to the data 

(as recommended in Cohen et al., 2018; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Also, it was necessary to go 

through the data uncountable times to ensure consistency, refinement, modification and 

exhaustiveness of coding, such as whether one same code belonged to more than one category, or 

whether different categories should be merged. 

 

Each category had a description, which determined whether a certain coded piece of data belonged 

or not. An example of how descriptions helped define each category can be seen in Figure 13. 

 

 

 

Figure 13 Node name and description in NVivo. 

 

Once initial levels of coding took place, categories began to form and codes that belonged to the same 

(and possibly more than one) domain were clustered, creating themes. In other words, I began to look 

at data not only in search of patterns but in search of correspondence, that is, I was then making 

speculative inferences.  From then on, a new phase of coding took place for establishing more abstract 

and meaning-based codes. New names were created for category themes that reflected both the 

descriptive and the interpretative nature of the codes. For example, Figure 14 shows how the data 

(participants' extracts in the black rectangle) suggested a pattern that was coded under “Activities 

changed attitude to reading”. This was related to aspects related to “Follow-up activities” in the 
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reading section, which, in its turn, was created in the third phase of coding and after the second (also 

about the reading section) and the first phases of coding. 

 

 

 

Figure 14 A full-cycle of coding in NVivo. In this example, the final category shows which participants demonstrated 
that a follow-up activity would change their attitude to how they read the texts in CaG.  

 

4.4.5.5 Data analysis 

In order to guarantee credibility, when analysing and presenting participants’ discourse, that is, when 

trying to grasp the meaning of their reports, I tried as much as possible to exempt myself, avoid my 

preconceptions and perceptions from contaminating their voices. This was mainly achieved through 

constantly returning to the raw data to search for specificities in context, watching larger extracts and 

very often watching the whole interview again. In this sense, I distanced myself through keeping an 

open mind, repeatedly watching and asking myself “Is this what they are really saying?” and I only 

coded a specific extract after being confident I knew what was underpinning it. After doing it a few 

times I realized it was indeed necessary as for a few times I realized that my initial interpretation was 

not as accurate as it should be. Although I had read in the literature that constantly returning to the 

raw data is needed for assuring appropriate data analysis, it was the experience of going back to the 

data and realizing that my initial interpretations could be improved in light of the repeated attention 

to the data that actually allowed me to understand the importance of this practice.  

 

Another aspect that contributed towards this was having probed learners, during the interviews, of 

what they were saying in moments when I intuitively felt they were not very clear, through asking 

questions such as ‘What do you mean by x?' or ‘Can you explain it again with more details, please?. I 

am not claiming that my interpretation of the data is completely insensitive to my own perceptions or 

personal constructs as this is not even possible, but I made an effort to root my interpretation in 
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contextual evidence, that is, in participants' words, attitudes and behaviour (such as tone of voice), in 

traceable information, making reasonable and coherent analyses. I had a clear goal to allow the data 

to lead me as opposed to search for particular aspects in the data in order to satisfy a pre-conveyed 

argument, not because I did not have preconceived opinions of what the data would suggest, but 

because I was not interested in supporting preconceived opinions but in what learners had to say.  

 

4.4.6 Ethical considerations 

This section provides key considerations concerning research ethics and actions taken to ensure every 

step of this study was committed to the pursuit of integrity and the highest research standard. Good 

research should comply with the legal and ethical requirements existing in the country (or countries) 

where it is conducted, in this case, the UK and Brazil. It is the researcher's responsibility to be aware 

of the policies and procedures on good practice research and to make sure their research complies 

with these policies and procedures. Therefore, in consonance with ethical requirements, in December 

2015 this research was reviewed by the Faculty Ethics Committee and granted a favourable opinion 

(Appendices F and G). The following steps of this study were also conducted in an ethical manner.  

 

In practical terms, this meant that participants were fully informed about the nature of the research 

and received an informed consent form which they signed and sent back to me by email. In 

consonance with ethical demands, the form made important information explicit, such as the fact that 

I was one of the authors of the material and that they could withdraw from the research without giving 

any reason for that. The consent form also stated that the participants' identity would not be 

associated with the data in any way and that the face-to-face interviews would be voice-recorded.  

 

4.4.6.1 My positioning as a researcher 

An insider researcher is someone who is normally a member of the organisation in which the research 

is taking place (Cohen et al., 2018). Although I am no longer part of the educational institution that 

designed the material, the aspects I am addressing go back to the period I worked there. In this sense, 

I understand that in evaluating English Module 1, my background as a Brazilian learner and teacher of 

English combined with my insider knowledge as one of the designers of the material, the “I” may 

influence the way data were collected, analysed and reported. In other words, my social positioning 

affects the whole study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I am aware of the potential that my tacit 

knowledge throughout the interviews can lead to misinterpretation of data (such as bias). For 

instance, participants may keep from saying things because they know–or assume–I know what they 
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mean. Besides that, my own emotional connection with the material I authored can impact the 

research in terms of how to interpret learners’ experience and how to report them.  

 

Having acknowledged the potential researcher bias in this study, I should also explain how I 

consciously tackled it. I made an effort to provide learners with very good conditions to share their 

opinions as openly as they could. This is paramount, taking into account that the whole point of this 

research is to value their opinion as the ultimate users of the material. I openly told participants I was 

one of the authors of the material and I established an open relationship, showing transparency was 

not feared, on the contrary, I was being transparent just as I wanted them to be transparent too. As 

explained in section 4.4.4.5 rapport was built early in the interview because I trusted this would also 

increase the quality of learners' reports. I am saying this because, as Teusner (2016) advised, in insider 

research, it is key to keep transparency, which is similar to what Tracy (2010) meant with sincerity and 

credibility as essential qualitative qualities, by making the procedures, results and conclusions clear 

and justifiable. 

 

Another example is that, throughout the interviews, I deliberately asked learners to clarify what they 

were saying or to confirm whether my interpretation was accurate. For example, one of the 

participants (P19 5:20, 16:40) said she used to copy sentences of the animated episodes to search for 

meaning later. I then asked her to explain how she did this exactly, whether she hand wrote them, or 

whether she typed them, whether she paused the video or not. Another example, with this same 

learner, was when she said that there should be a set date when learners would have to contact the 

online tutor (for doubts clarification), otherwise no one would do it. I then asked her whether she 

meant that contacting the tutor should be made compulsory as opposed to optional. I deliberately 

chose two examples from the same interview in order to build a more convincing case that probing 

learners on what they meant was not accidental.  

 

Besides the negative attachments to being an insider in the research (such as potentially hindering 

participants' honest feedback), there is another way of perceiving ‘an insider’ which can be beneficial. 

Because I share a cultural background with participants, I can say that I am more likely to understand 

their learning environment, being able to deal with it in a more holistic way–which is fundamental in 

qualitative data analysis. Also, my insider knowledge has enabled me to gain interviewees’ trust, an 

advantage that has been discussed in previous literature. For example, Miller and Glassner (2004) 

stated that the stories and the way interviewees tell them to researchers are influenced not only by 

the rapport built during the interview but also by the social similarities (and distances) between 
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interviewer and interviewee. In this sense, similarity as a cultural insider may have granted more 

sincere and honest views motivated by a sense of general understanding because I know the 

participants' reality. Therefore, through the consciousness of this match between the participants and 

myself, trust and rapport are more easily established (Cohen et al., 2018). Lee (2016) backed this up 

stating that in some circumstances, sharing a linguistic, social, cultural and ethnic background (a 

natural affinity) could lead to greater access and rapport. This became evident in the post-use 

materials evaluations described in Stillwell et al. (2010) and Peacock (1997) (see section 2.6). The fact 

that these evaluators did not speak learners' L1 was one of the hindrances in the data collection 

because interviews had to be conducted in a language in which learners could not express as well as 

if they were using their L1.  

 

Nevertheless, I am also aware of the differences between the participants and myself that made me 

an outsider of their world. As said previously, from the beginning I informed them that I was one of 

the developers of the material. They, on the other hand, were the users of this material; the one’s 

whose experience I was interested in. In some sense, there was a ‘persona respect’ to be maintained 

that could challenge learners’ honest feedback. Although this is something to be taken into account, I 

do not believe learners were particularly constrained by my authorial position. For example, one of 

the participants (P19 29:25) declared “you are asking my opinion and I am giving it”, before saying 

something that she considered a bit extreme, but she would say it anyway because she felt 

comfortable enough to say things that could go against my views, or be critical of the material. This 

suggests that my authorial role may not have discouraged learners from sharing their opinions after 

all. 

 

Another aspect that may have contributed to learners’ open attitude is that at the beginning of every 

interview, I stressed that I was there precisely to gain insight from their experience in order to be able 

to develop better materials in the future. I simply declared that their opinions would be respected. In 

doing so, I shared with them the responsibility of delivering better materials when I explained that 

their reports would inform future materials development, to which they seemed happy to contribute. 

Sharing this responsibility faded the asymmetric position of power between researcher and 

participants and overcame the strangeness of the situation (Cohen et al., 2018). The fact that members 

of their community (that is, other Brazilian learners) are the ones who will potentially benefit from the 

findings of this study is an ethical quality (Mertens, 2018) which legitimates my action of compelling 

participants towards open and engaged participation. In a nutshell, I treated them as intrinsically 
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valuable to this study, which they were indeed. By stressing the importance of their contributions, 

learners were put at ease, they felt valued and reported their experience more easily.  

 

4.4.6.2 Social desirability bias 

Social desirability bias is concerned with the tendency that participants will provide answers they 

believe to be socially desirable even if they are not accurate to their feelings. Even though reporting 

their experience with English M1 is not a particularly sensitive issue (such as reporting on drug use), 

in every self-reported based interview there is room for social desirability. In other words, there will 

always be a ‘more correct answer’ that is aligned with what others (or respondents’ perceptions of 

such) would like to hear from an ethical point of view and answers can end up filtering reality.  

 

For example, respondents in this study may have felt inclined towards avoiding particularly negative 

feedback even if that is how they felt about one instance or another in the material in order to avoid 

being questioned or being perceived as rude, or because they were afraid their opinion would suggest 

they make bad judgments. This may lead respondents to only discuss more of the things they actually 

enjoyed. Another potential motivation to social bias in this study that could lead learners to not 

provide an accurate account of their experience is to avoid being perceived as lazy or ‘bad students’, 

denigrating their image. In situations such as these, respondents might inflate their answers by saying 

that, for example, they read the texts in the reading section when they actually only read 2 or 3 out of 

18. Or through saying how helpful the material was to their English improvement when they are not 

really aware of the difference it has made.  

 

In order to overcome this bias, and reach into what learners actually experienced, I not only welcomed 

their honest opinions (through rapport and explicitly saying they could be very honest) I also adopted 

a research technique that aimed at tackling this issue. For example, I did not take their answers at face 

value; I checked the information provided with follow up questions that required further detail. 

Examples were provided in section 4.4.5.5 and 4.4.6.1. Next section deals with potential ethical issues 

with the gatekeepers. 

 

4.4.6.3 The role of the gatekeepers    

Gatekeepers have an influential role in organizational settings, the reason why a respectful and 

transparent relationship with them was critical for the success of this study (Singh & Wassenaar, 

2016). A gatekeeper is often the main intermediary between a researcher and potential participants 
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(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). It is the gatekeeper who grants or denies researchers permission to access 

potential participants. A gatekeeper's main role is to make sure that the researcher's intentions are 

not in conflict with the concerns of those whom they represent. In this sense, being sensitive to 

hierarchy is paramount to keep ethical standards in research, the reason why clearance from 

gatekeepers was ethically sought.  

 

One of the first steps taken at the very beginning of this PhD was to adequately contact those 

responsible for overseeing the development of the material and obtain their permissions to evaluate 

English M1. My contact with the relevant gatekeepers took place through email. Because I had already 

worked with them, I had their professional email. I adopted a formal stance as a researcher when I 

contacted the three gatekeepers, as I did not want their decision to be undermined by our previous 

working relationship. One of the gatekeepers was the one responsible for conceiving the initial idea 

of the material (a locally developed, digitally delivered material for self-access) and presented it to the 

ministry of education to request funding. The other stakeholder was the one responsible for actually 

overseeing the design of the material, the practicalities of its development, which included hiring and 

managing the instructional designers (such as the English experts) and the technical teams (such as 

the illustrators). The third gatekeeper I contacted was the one responsible for overseeing the use of 

English M1 by the learners. She was also the one who administered learners’ intakes and more directly 

dealt with them. 

 

In the first e-mail, I made them aware of my research plan. I openly presented my intention: to assess 

the quality of the material through learners’ reported experience. I also aimed at persuading them of 

the educational value of this study as recommended by Singh and Wassenaar (2016). Gaining the 

gatekeepers’ approval was also important because the research should be ethical in their eyes, and 

equally important, perform on the basis of what is right to the participants of the study, that is, make 

sound interpretations and thorough analysis of their experience in order to contribute to the field. 

Open use of the name English M1 means that the stakeholders and the other members of the team 

can be easily identified and have their work evaluated through this research. There was, however, a 

consensus that “the more research, the better,'' as the first stakeholder said when she replied to my 

initial contact, which suggested she trusted my ethics to deal with the material’s flaws in a constructive 

manner. After positively hearing back from them, I asked for formal permission to investigate English 

M1. They made sure that what I was asking of them was not against their own ethical and legal 

processes and soon provided me with a letter of agreement in English (Appendix H). The letter 

declared they were aware that English M1 was the object of my study, that I needed them to provide 
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me with learners' email addresses and that I would be contacting the learners about their learning 

experience with English M1. 

 

This was a fundamental step not only for ethical reasons but also for practical reasons. The 

stakeholders were the only ones who could give me access to learners' email addresses and permit 

me to contact them. Having their approval and collaboration from the beginning enabled me to get 

started with the fieldwork. Because I was living in the UK and I had only one opportunity to go to 

Pelotas (where the material had been developed and many intakes had taken place), there were time 

constraints that needed to be accommodated. I needed learners' email to get started with inviting 

them to answer the online questionnaire and consequently, arrange the interviews for the period I 

would be in Brazil. Therefore, stakeholders’ collaboration in providing the email lists was a timely 

contribution. 

 

Also, in conformity with ethical demands, even though one of the gatekeepers provided me with the 

list of participants, she did not receive any kind of information concerning which learners were 

contacted, or which learners completed the questionnaire, or which learners attended the face-to-

face interview. For this reason, I consider that the stakeholders would not be able to identify a 

participant. As far as potential risks my role as an insider researcher could bring to the institution, 

none was foreseen. At the time the research began, I was no longer officially connected to the 

institution. Also, I did not predict any potential consequent impact of the research on the operational 

aspects of the institution.  

 

4.5 Closing 

This chapter has discussed the rationale of the methods used, the procedure of the data collection 

and analysis, as well as highlighting the context of the current study through explaining the type of 

ethical issues it elicited and explaining how ethical standards were maintained. The following chapter 

is the first evaluation chapter (there is data analysis) in this thesis. It is concerned with the reading 

section in English M1. 
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Chapter 5: The reading section Catching a Glimpse 

 

5. Introduction 

This chapter evaluates the material from English M1 which focuses on reading from two perspectives: 

the literature and the learners. This is organised in two parts. First, a literature-based evaluation raises 

hypotheses about how learners are likely to have engaged with the reading section. Even though 

English M1 has already been used, this is a predictive evaluation in the sense that it judges the 

materials' performance (Mukundan et al., 2011). As a post-use evaluation (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 

2018; Jolly & Bolitho, 2011), the second evaluation is based on learners' feedback, who they are and 

their opinions about their experience with the material.  

 

As explained in section 4.3, the reading section Catching a Glimpse was chosen to feature in this 

evaluation because, different from the other parts of the unit, it is mostly written in English 

(Portuguese is only used in an L2-L1 glossary) and it contains no instructions of any kind (such as 'read 

the text and do x'). Therefore, I wanted to know how learners would respond to it. I also wanted to 

know their opinion about the information in the texts (all about the USA).  

 

The chapter first reviews relevant literature to the development of reading material, with emphasis 

on aspects concerning reading development and reading as an opportunity for language learning. 

These theoretical constructs will inform the literature-based evaluation of CaG in regards to its 

potential to promote reading skills development, meaning-focused reading and language learning 

(such as vocabulary acquisition). The second part of this chapter describes CaG. This is followed by 

both evaluations: the literature- and the learner-based evaluations. The fourth part discusses and 

compares the findings from the two evaluations. As the first evaluation chapter in this thesis, it is 

worth clarifying that its structure (the order of the sections and the type of content in each section) is 

maintained in the other evaluation chapters, chapters 6 and 7. The following section initiates the 

literature review of this chapter by discussing how people read and what reading-related aspects can 

support L2 reading.   
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5.1 Reading as a language skill: a definition 

Reading literacy includes a wide variety of cognitive competencies like basic decoding of words, 

knowledge of textual structure, knowledge about the world and metacognitive competencies such as 

appropriate use of reading processing strategies (PISA, 2003). It involves engagement and fulfilment 

of personal and social roles (PISA, 2015). Reading is a complex mental process and many variables 

contribute towards fluent comprehension, such as language skills (phonological, pragmatic and social 

systems), reading processes and background knowledge (Wolf, 2008). Because reading skills can be 

developed and improved, awareness of how reading takes place is important to facilitate readers' 

development. The following section explains some of the processes involved in reading 

comprehension. 

 

5.1.1 Reading comprehension processes 

Reading comprehension is formed of lower- and higher-level processes that take place in the reader’s 

working memory (Grabe & Stoller, 2020). Lower-level processes refer to aspects such as recognition 

of word meaning and syntactic parsing. Higher-level processes include the process through which the 

reader builds up an ongoing mental summary of the main, and supporting, ideas of the text as well as 

the process in which the reader unravels and comprehends the text through, for example, inferences, 

contextual information and previous knowledge activation (Nassaji, 2011).   

 

Reading approaches that focus exclusively on either bottom-up or top-down models of processing fail 

to recognize the role of higher- or lower-order thinking, respectively, which is problematic since 

reading is related to the quality of various linguistic and cognitive reading processes (Walter, 2003). 

The simultaneous and holistic amalgamation of information from different sources inform recognition 

and when one process is deficient, other processes will be more significant for a certain reading 

passage (Jiang, 2017; Bernhardt, 2005; Stanovich, 1984). The next section explains how background 

knowledge as a cognitive component contributes to reading comprehension. 

 

5.1.2 The role of background knowledge in reading comprehension  

Interpretation is formed of the integration of the content of what is being read and what the reader 

already knew (Nunan, 1999). As a top-down model of reading comprehension, background knowledge 

refers to the knowledge or familiarity that learners have regarding the content of a text (McNeil, 
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2011). The explicit teaching of text-appropriate background information can facilitate L2 reading 

comprehension (Shin et al., 2019; Grabe, 2009). For instance, highlighting the key points in a text and 

helping learners connect them with their background knowledge, as well as introducing key 

vocabulary and its relation to the information in the text. It has been reasonably argued that successful 

use of background knowledge is dependent on learners having enough linguistic knowledge, 

particularly vocabulary knowledge, to identify the topic of the text (Nassaji, 2011; Uso-Juan, 2006). 

The importance of L2 proficiency when reading in the L2 is discussed next. 

 

5.1.3 The role of L2 proficiency in L2 reading comprehension 

L2 readers need a minimum of L2 vocabulary and grammar in order to take advantage of their L1 

reading strategies (Alderson et al., 2016; Melby-Lervåg & Lervåg, 2014; Yamashita, 2002; Bernhardt & 

Kamil, 1995). Before 'crossing' a 'language threshold', which can vary from one text to another, low-

level L2 readers are likely to spend too much time trying to process meaning of unknown content 

rather than employing their L1 reading literacy (Watkins, 2018b). Therefore, special importance is 

given to lexical knowledge when it comes to L2 reading comprehension (Shiotsu, 2009; Gass et.al., 

2013). At least 98% of word recognition is needed for high coverage of most types of written input 

(Nation, 2006), particularly when reading is supposed to be pleasant (Hirsh & Nation, 1992). 

Depending on the degree of comprehension desired, and the support the learner receives (such as 

glossary), a minimum of 95% of word awareness might be enough for adequate comprehension (Van 

Zeeland & Schmitt, 2012; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). So far, the literature review in this 

chapter has focused on aspects that are needed for reading comprehension. The following sections 

discuss the role of reading as language input and an opportunity to learn the language.  

  

5.2 Reading as a language input: a language learning opportunity  

Reading is also an important source of language input as it feeds the dynamic system of learning a 

language (Grabe & Stoller, 2020; Bernhardt, 2011; Mishan, 2005; Renandya & Jacobs, 2002). Reading 

is an effective way to complement and supply linguistic input (Bochner & Bochner, 2009; Nuttall, 

1982). When it comes to foreign language learners (as opposed to L2 learners), reading is likely to be 

the main source of L2 input (Jeon & Day, 2016), hence the importance of promoting reading amongst 

learners. One of the arguments in SLA for the reading of comprehensible input is that the language 

used in a message being interpreted can be potentially assimilated and turned into linguistic 

knowledge, as explained by connectionist views (Koda, 2007). Although intentional learning is of 

particular importance for L2 learning, learners need to acquire a large portion of it without instruction 
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(Krashen, 2008; Ellis, 1994). SLA theory has identified some conditions which are likely to make reading 

an effective language learning opportunity. One of them is Extensive Reading (ER). The other, 

authenticity in reading. The two are going to be discussed in the following sections.   

 

5.2.1 Extensive Reading (ER) 

There can be little doubt that ER is a successful teaching and learning program when it comes to 

promoting meaningful, comprehensible and contextualised reading (Renandya, 2017; Day & Bamford, 

2002). Day and Bamford (2002, p. 137-141) put together a useful benchmark about the main principles 

for teaching ER and evaluating ER programmes. These principles have influenced many ER programs 

(Day, 2015). They are: 

1. The reading material is easy.  

2. A variety of reading material on a wide range of topics must be available to increase the 

chances that readers will find materials they appreciate in terms of content and level. 

3. Learners choose what they want to read. 

4. Learners read as much as possible (extensively).  

5. The purpose of reading is usually related to pleasure, information and general understanding.  

6. Reading is its own reward. 

7. Reading speed is usually faster rather than slower. 

8. Reading is individual and silent. 

9. Teachers orient and guide their students. 

10. The teacher is a role model of a reader.  

 

ER practice cannot be restricted to one single approach, as some contexts may preclude the use of 

some of the principles above (Day, 2015). Besides that, the meaning of 'extensive' is ambiguous. It has 

been used to refer to different amounts, such as the amount of new text that is read or the amount 

of time spent reading (Bruton, 2002). ER programs can fit into different categories in an ER continuum 

according to the extent to which they follow Day and Bamford’s (2002) principles: Pure ER, Modified 

ER, Light ER and Fringe ER (ER only in name) (Day, 2015). Some ER principles have been used 

consistently, such as learners' freedom to choose, learners read many texts, texts are varied in terms 

of type and topic, texts are at or just below a comfortable level of comprehension (Day, 2015) to an 

extent that the use of a dictionary is not needed (Extensive Reading Foundation, 2011). Some of the 

principles found to be needed for measurable learning gains and reading development are the amount 

of time and text read (Renandya, 2017), regularity (Macalister, 2015), the duration of the ER program, 
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the length of time and frequency of the reading sessions (the more the better), the extent of 

comprehension checking (the more frequent and detailed the comprehension testing, the less 

motivation and literacy progress), whether or not the reading activity was encouraged 

(encouragement promotes better results) and whether or not learners are under pressure to read for 

other purposes–such as academic exams–(it is best if they can read for their own reasons) (Nakanishi, 

2015; Krashen, 2007). In regards to quantity, a minimum of 20-30 minutes five days a week is 

recommended (Geva & Ramírez, 2015).  

 

Even though different contexts have explored ER in different ways, classroom-based research has 

credited to ER substantially positive impact on learning development (Watkins, 2018a). For instance, 

overall language proficiency (Iwahori, 2008), reading comprehension (Takase, 2007; Krashen, 2007; 

Hitosugi & Day, 2004; Leung, 2002), reading skills (Renandya & Jacobs, 2016), vocabulary acquisition 

(Horst, 2009; Pigada & Schmitt, 2006; Waring & Nation, 2004; Leung, 2002), reading fluency (Beglar & 

Hunt, 2014; Huffman, 2014; Iwahori, 2008; Takase, 2007), grammar (Pigada & Schmitt, 2006; Nation, 

1997) and writing skills (Mermelstein, 2015). There is also evidence that learners enjoy ER programs 

and perceive them as beneficial for learning English (Hagley, 2017; Al-Homoud & Schmitt, 2009; de 

Morgado, 2009) and improved positive attitudes towards reading in the L2 as a result of ER (Chiang, 

2015; Chua, 2008). Although ER-based research is promising, it is also important to consider the reality 

of many learners who do not have the time (or wish) to read extensively and often cannot afford 

buying books, such as graded readers. Although there are many free options online, learners might 

not know where to find good resources. Another drawback to learners actually engaging in ER is that 

they simply do not know about this practice, or about its substantial benefits. This is to say that the 

first step before ER benefits emerge is actually providing learners with the basic conditions for ER to 

take place.   

 

Despite the limited exposure to English input in FL learning environments, ER is as efficient in EFL 

settings as it is in L2 environments (Jeon & Day, 2016). Also, ER was found to have a better impact on 

adults due to adults’ wider background knowledge and vocabulary and consequent better cognitive 

skills (Jeon & Day, 2016). It could be added that perhaps adult learners are more perseverant (goal-

oriented) and keep to the programme objective of reading extensively with a focus on meaning 

particularly if they are aware of the language learning and reading development gains that may result 

from ER, which is probably the reason why they would engage in ER in the L2 in the first place.  
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If certain criteria are met, ER is good. But meeting these criteria is only part of a much bigger scenario. 

For example, in Brazil, reading habits in the L1 are extremely low. According to the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA, 2018), only 2% of students (15 years old) achieved top 

performance in reading, whilst the vast majority showed superficial and highly restricted reading 

comprehension, little reading strategies awareness and limited reading practices. This is to say that in 

a country where people barely read in the L1, reading in the L2 would requires a much stronger 

rationale and considerably larger amount of support, guidance and modelling.  

 

ER should, to a great extent, resemble a ‘real-life’ experience and nurture students' interest in reading 

(Renandya, 2017). Because texts are expected to be well within learners’ capabilities (Jeon & Day, 

2016; Renandya & Jacobs, 2002), with low-level learners this expectation is often met in simplified 

texts, such as graded readers, where reading can be more fluent and facilitate focus on a global 

comprehension of the text. Fluent reading, global comprehension and learners choosing their texts 

are aspects that resemble authentic reading approaches. The next section presents a definition of 

authenticity and problematizes it as a reading approach in instructional environments. 

  

5.2.2 Authenticity 

Authenticity touches many aspects of language learning and teaching, such as materials, language, 

curriculum, context and purpose (Tomlinson, 2017; Gilmore, 2007). Because the focus of this chapter 

is to evaluate the reading section of English M1, authenticity here is concerned with texts and reading 

tasks.   

 

Authenticity is usually attributed to a text that has not been produced for teaching purposes (Watkins, 

2014). Different from an authentic text, a simplified text is designed to teach language to non-native 

speakers of that language. It often contains short sentences, high-frequency words and a narrow range 

of syntactic constructions and verb tenses (Long, 2015). Simplified texts are less abstract in meaning, 

contain greater cohesion, redundancy and semantic overlap, which are features that assist 

comprehension and help readers connect to the text (Crossley et al., 2007). However, particularly texts 

graded to lower levels, there is an absence of linking ideas with more complex connectives, or more 

elaborate ideas (such as conditionals). This means that readers are not exposed to elaborated and 

enhanced conceptualisation to the extent that they would if reading authentic texts. This shows that 

authenticity is not a binary concept and texts can be perceived in terms of degrees of authenticity 

(Watkins, 2014). A text can be more or less authentic along a continuum, ranging from, for instance, 
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an artificially produced input that is flooded with target grammar and vocabulary to a magazine article 

lightly modified in order to avoid a few less-used lexical terms. 

 

Authenticity is also concerned with the reading experience as a whole (Macaro et al., 2013; Nation & 

Bonesteel, 2010; Savova, 2010). Specific readers in specific situations can authenticate the text 

because of the situation in which (or the reason why) it is read (Taylor, 1994). Van Lier (1996, p. 128) 

referred to “acts of authentication” that can generate authenticity in the learning process. In this 

sense, not only teachers or material developers can promote authenticity in the way learners interact 

with texts, but also learners, through some sort of engagement and response, can authenticate it 

(Mishan, 2005; Swafar, 1985). This is about providing learners with input (text) that is meaningful and 

relevant and that will trigger an authentic engagement. Considering that authentic input involves rich 

linguistic choices, cultural faithfulness and potentially emotive content (Mishan, 2005), authentic 

reading is about offering learners texts that give a real taste of not only language use, but also genre 

and style. Although not directly commenting on reading, Thornbury (2010) referred to "real life" as a 

defining idea of authenticity.   

  

There is also a motivational factor attributed to authenticity (Gilmore, 2007). For example, whilst 

learners may feel motivated to read authentic texts as these contain a genuine communicative 

intention, they may also feel demotivated if reading processing is too difficult. Especially when it 

comes to lower-level learners, some aspects can smooth reading comprehension of authentic texts, 

such as activation of background knowledge (Ariew & Erçetin, 2004) and activation of affective traits 

through liberty to choose texts learners can relate to (Prowse, 2002).  

 

Discussions as to whether authentic texts or non-authentic/contrived texts should be used in language 

teaching tend to reinforce dualistic views when actually both play an important role in assisting 

learners in the development of language skills (Watkins, 2014; Nation, 2001). In order to have learners 

learning from meaning-focused reading at all levels (that is, including lower levels), they need to have 

access to simplified reading material (Nation, 2001). At the same time, learners need more than 

simplified language (or comprehensible input) to successfully learn a language (Gilmore, 2008; Swain, 

2000; Long, 1996). In instructional settings, text-choice should be determined by learner's proficiency, 

interests, learning objectives and reading-related tasks, to name a few (Martinho, 2017; Gilmore, 

2007). In language learning materials this balance is not always found, as the following section 

indicates.  
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5.2.3 Traditional practice in ELT reading materials  

This section presents some examples of the treatment given to texts in coursebook materials. 

Analysing four editions of a global textbook, Freeman (2014) found that all texts were accompanied 

by activities, indicating that reading is hardly its own reward. Content-type questions dominate, 

particularly higher-order comprehension, for instance, inferential questions where the learner 

combines background knowledge to text information to infer the answer. Freeman (2014) also noticed 

that the number of questions related to vocabulary and (even more) form decreased in each revised 

edition. The identified reason had to do with more recent editions being used more often at secondary 

schools, which has led authors to design more explicit content-type questions (question and text 

wording match, the answer is in one place in the text and in sequential sentences). These are believed 

to more likely boost learners’ confidence towards less advanced levels. In regards to language 

questions, the most common type is lexis-related (independent of text comprehension). The least 

frequent are personal responses question-type (where there is no right or wrong answer). This may 

be due to a desire to have material that is unambiguous and that could be used for homework 

activities, for example. Freeman’s (2014) analysis concluded that although authors attempt to engage 

learners in more high-level processing activities, drawing on their background, their choices end up 

constrained by what stakeholders expect from materials. Teachers tend to favour approaches to 

reading such as vocabulary lists, reading aloud, translation and comprehension questions because 

these generate more concrete evidence (or at least a concrete sense) that learning and 

comprehension occurred (Kuzborska, 2011). In most cases, this is a response to the force of tradition 

that says that reading must be controlled, comprehension tested and texts must serve linguistic 

purposes (Kuzborska, 2011).   

Maley and Prowse (2013) also analysed coursebooks of varied levels and found that most texts were 

written with examples of the target structures, followed by comprehension questions, vocabulary and 

grammar exercises. Brumfit (1984) said that intensive reading pedagogic purpose is "accuracy" 

whereas ER is “fluency” (p. 53). However, this view is a little simplistic because more recent evidence 

shows that fluency development also leads to improved accuracy (Nation, 2013) and yet, in teaching 

practice, accuracy and fluency are often dissociated. The texts exist to contextualize target structures 

and for intensive exploitation, with little concern for reading skills such as comprehension strategies 

(Maley & Prowse, 2013). 

In language classrooms, intensive reading motivated by bottom-up activities is traditionally known as 

the main mode of teaching reading (Jeon & Day, 2016; Renandya, 2007). Although some aspects of 

bottom-up language might still be neglected, such as morphological and phonological word 
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information (particularly in lower-levels), there is still a focus on closely analysing texts under a 

teacher's supervision to construct detailed meaning and enhance vocabulary and grammar 

knowledge, through identifying main ideas, text connectors, word order, verb tenses, to name a few 

(Renandya, 2017, 2007). Even though the classroom environment authenticates bottom-up 

approaches and these should not be perceived as entirely negative, as they are also part of the reading 

processes needed for successful comprehension, exposing learners to intensive reading styles only is 

not likely to help them develop reading skills and reading fluency. Besides that, more often than not, 

students find intensive reading materials unappealing because besides not having a chance to choose 

the texts, reading is not fluent and often frustrating (Renandya, 2017). It can seem like reading is 

reduced to the study of forms, rather than appreciating the communication inherent in the text.  

 

Notably, foreign learners' reading opportunities are usually restricted to coursebook materials used in 

learning environments. This type of reading forges a target language reading style that is more about 

learning and testing, and little about entertainment, information, and global comprehension. The 

downside of post-reading comprehension checking is that it tends to compromise learners’ interest in 

an overall comprehension as answering questions becomes the purpose of reading and consequently 

restricts a more authentic response, denying the learner an opportunity to use the language for actual 

communication (Watkins, 2018b). For Masuhara (2013), no linguistic or interpretative tasks should be 

used because they only motivate reading that is about testing. Ideally, in language learning 

environments, bottom-up and top-down processes should be freely activated as a response from the 

reader and not because they are being demanded. Some features can enhance learners' reading 

experience in language learning materials, as discussed next.  

 

5.3 Reading-related features 

The following sections discuss aspects that are particularly relevant because of how CaG is designed. 

They cover literature about glossaries, illustrations and listening-while-reading. 

 

5.3.1 The role of glossaries in reading  

A gloss is “a brief definition or synonym, either in L1 or L2" (Nation, 2001, p. 174), which facilitates 

access to authentic texts (as in non-simplified or non-adapted texts). Because reading involves a 

complex set of interactive processes, vocabulary knowledge assistance frees up the readers' cognitive 

resources to operate on more difficult constructions (Bernhardt, 2005), especially elementary level 

readers. This can improve reading processing and comprehension (Varol & Erçetin, 2019; Webb, 
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2010). There are many reasons why glosses can improve reading. They provide context-specific word 

meaning, prevent misinterpretation or choosing the wrong definition in the dictionary, and barely 

interrupt the reading flow (although the latter may not be entirely true depending on how the glossary 

is designed, as discussed later) (Nation, 2001). Furthermore, studies have suggested that because 

glossaries promote conscious noticing of the meaning of a word (Nation, 2013, 2001) they can lead to 

vocabulary acquisition (Chen & Yen, 2013; Watanabe, 1997).  

Learners prefer glossaries with clear, easy to understand information, which does not increase the 

cognitive load and allows them to use their working memory resources in the process of making sense 

of the text (Ramezanali & Faez, 2019; Garrett-Rucks et al., 2014; Chen & Yen, 2013; Bell, 2005; Laufer, 

2000). For example, in Ramezanali and Faez (2019), the intermediate level learners expressed a 

preference for L2 definition plus video animation because the visual input provided more 

straightforward word information than the other conditions: L2 definition alone or L2 definition plus 

audio. Similarly, Varol and Erçetin (2019) showed that the annotations with larger amounts of 

information and interactivity led to split attention and decreased vocabulary learning, particularly for 

lower levels. In what concerns comprehension, less proficient readers did not benefit from glosses 

with extra-textual information because they could not guess the meaning of the unknown words and 

benefit from contextual support to make inferences.  

Another aspect that can hinder glossary assistance is text difficulty. Cheng and Good (2009) found that 

when text difficulty is too high none of the gloss conditions investigated (such as L2-L1 marginal gloss) 

led to enhanced comprehension or vocabulary learning. The participants read a 207-word text, with 

16 target words for glossing, which represents a word coverage significantly smaller than the minimum 

recommended (95%) for adequate comprehension (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). This led 

readers to dedicate their mental resources to processing word meaning and not global comprehension 

or remembering details of the text. Likewise, in Ariew and Erçetin (2004), the difficulty to process the 

text led participants to over-rely on contextual annotation, but because they could not comprehend 

them either, comprehension was not improved.  

 

For vocabulary learning, there is convincing evidence of the superiority of dual- over single-mode 

glosses (Ramezanali & Faez, 2019; Abraham, 2008; Akbulut, 2007; Yoshii & Flaitz, 2002). This is 

particularly true for the combination of L1 text and picture (Yoshii & Flaitz, 2002; Kost et al., 1999). 

This is believed to be the case because the fixed visual input can be observed by the learner for a 

longer period, increasing chances of the information being stored in the long-term memory (Chun & 

Plass, 1996) and when the words have easy (concrete) visual representations (Ramezanali & Faez, 
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2019). From a cognitive perspective, a rationale for using multi-modal glosses can be explained 

through Dual Coding theory (Sadoski & Paivio, 2001; Paivio, 1990). The theory suggests that there are 

two storage systems for information in human cognition, the nonverbal images and the verbal 

language processes (Chun & Plass, 1997). When using two or more symbolic systems, that is, when 

verbal and non-verbal information is simultaneously encoded, both the verbal and the visual systems 

are activated and the learner is likely to make a more meaningful interconnection, reinforcing 

information and promoting a greater depth of processing and better recall. 

  

This section showed that texts must be reasonably accessible for learners to benefit from word-

meaning assistance. Glosses must support information processing in a way that readers' working 

memory is not overloaded, which means that the learners' level should inform the type and content 

of glosses (Varol & Erçetin, 2019). For example, for beginners, reading comprehension might be best 

assisted if a materials writer chooses L2-L1 glosses on the margin with as few words as possible to 

avoid increasing learners’ cognitive load. Studies have also raised awareness of the importance of 

informing learners about the use and purpose of glosses for efficient assistance (Cheng & Good, 2009; 

Bell, 2005). Like glossaries, illustrations can also assist reading comprehension, as the following section 

discusses.  

 

5.3.2 The role of illustrations in reading 

It is consensus that visuals in texts are likely to positively impact reading (Lin & Hsieh, 2018; Luo & Lin, 

2017) because they can supplement the information in the text and improve comprehension (Pan & 

Pan, 2009). As mentioned in the previous section, the Dual Coding theory proposes that the 

combination of text and image activates both the verbal and the imagery system, enhancing 

comprehension. The combination of visual and written codes accounts for both bottom-up and top-

down processing (Pan & Pan, 2009): the reader combines blocks of language and creates mental 

images (bottom-up) whereas the text illustration provides an external account of meaning (top-down) 

that, if coherent with the text, elicits inferences. This is particularly true when it comes to concrete 

language (like 'tree') as opposed to abstract language (like true) because the correspondence between 

both codes (the visual and the verbal one) is more easily represented (Sadoski, 2005). Text illustrations 

are even more important for lower-level learners, who may resort to the image for comprehension 

support, activating background knowledge and overall preparation for reading (Hammadou, 1991).  

 

Studies comparing groups reading the same text (or learning the same content) with or without visuals 

(Mautone & Mayer, 2001; Tang, 1992; Purnell & Solman, 1991) have found that using images is more 
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beneficial than not using them. Donald (1983) identified that text with illustrations enabled readers 

to remember one third more information than no-illustration texts. In Luo and Lin (2017), illustrations 

with an explaining function (the visual was closely related to the text) and a promotion function (the 

visual served the meaning of the text and provided extra information promoting readers' critical 

thinking) played an important role in improving reading performance of EFL learners. However, 

decorative illustrations (visual not closely related to the text) did not play a significant role.  

 

In Hudson (1982), prompting readers (beginner levels) with pictures related to the general topic of the 

text and asking them to make predictions about the content aided comprehension more than teaching 

vocabulary before reading. It is important to stress that in Hudson’s treatment, learners’ attention 

was explicitly drawn to the visual information before they read. This suggests that the image per se 

may not be enough, as learners might need to be motivated towards processing the visual 

information. More recently, using eye-tracking, Lin and Hsieh (2018) observed that EFL beginner-level 

learners can only benefit from pictures accompanying texts if questions or a reminding message is 

dispatched on screen guiding them to inspect the image carefully to activate higher-level processes 

(such as infer context through eliciting background knowledge). Also using eye-tracking, although not 

with English learners, Zhao et al. (2014) investigated how secondary school students balanced their 

focus between picture and text in response to two situations. In one of them learners were prompted 

with a question after reading the text with an image. In the other, they were prompted with a question 

before. They found that readers invested more time on pictures when prompted with a task prior to 

reading than when the task is presented after reading. This was believed to be the case because when 

aiming at general comprehension, the text was preferred. However, in response to a question, the 

image served to scaffold an initial general comprehension of the text. Their findings also showed that 

interventions guiding visual attention are needed for the visual input to be significantly processed and 

contribute towards comprehension. In conclusion, for reading comprehension assistance, pictures are 

useful but they need to be relevant and be drawn attention to. Like glossaries and pictures, listening 

to the text while reading can also improve learners' comprehension. This is the topic of the following 

section.  

 

5.3.3 Listening while reading (LWR)  

Reading and listening are two sources of information (verbal and non-verbal) that are processed 

differently but can be so in complementary ways if occurring simultaneously. LWR is an instructional 

practice where the reader listens to an oral rendition of the text while reading (Tragant et al., 2019). 

In this practice, the listener must be able to automatically process every word in order to listen 
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comfortably and with no need to think about what is being heard. A normal speech rate in English is 

approximately 150 to 180 words per minute (wpm) (Buck, 2001). L2 learners often complain about 

speech rates that are faster than what they can comfortably process. This hinders their ability to think 

at the same speed or, in the case of LWR, match the spoken and written forms. 

 

When it comes to assisting reading comprehension, LWR promotes a more holistic approach to texts 

than reading alone, as the audio pace guides learners towards focusing on larger chunks of text and a 

more global comprehension rather than attempting to confer meaning to words in isolation (Brown 

et al., 2008). Especially for low-proficiency readers, who tend to break the text into small incoherent 

parts, LWR can serve as a model of the integrity of larger semantic units, such as collocations, 

consequently leading to better understanding (Chang & Millett, 2015; Brown et al., 2008;  Day & 

Bamford, 1998; Amer, 1997; Dhaif, 1990). LWR has also shown a positive impact on vocabulary 

acquisition. This is because the bimodal input provides greater context and better chances to 

consolidate learners' previous and new knowledge of words (Tragant et al., 2019). Learners tend to 

develop auditory discrimination skills, refine word recognition and gain awareness of form-meaning 

link when exposed to the aural-written verification in LWR (Teng, 2018). For instance, Teng (2018) 

found that whilst in LWR mode significant results for vocabulary acquisition (form and grammar) were 

shown after 4-5-time word occurrence, the reading-only condition required double the amount. 

However, a few conditions must be met for effective results of LWR. The following paragraphs discuss 

studies that compared the effects of LWR on vocabulary acquisition, reading comprehension and L2 

fluency.  

 

Brown et al. (2008) investigated several factors involving LWR, reading only (henceforth RO) and 

listening only (henceforth LO) with adult EFL learners exposed to three graded readers of 5,500 words 

each. LWR was the treatment that respondents perceived as the most comfortable and led to greater 

vocabulary gain (although it was only slightly better than the RO mode). Two conditions identified as 

fundamental for the positive impact were that readers had repeated encounters with the same word 

and the wpm rate was 93 (slower than average). In Han and Chen (2010), an adult Chinese-Mandarin 

learner read topics of her interest recorded at a normal pace. The experiment lasted 20 meetings of 2 

hours each, divided into self-directed LWR, text discussion, testing and out-loud readings. The 

outcomes showed repeated (frequent and consistent) LWR as well as participant's self-motivation and 

effort to learn played a significant role in the acquisition of both intentional and incidental words of 

both receptive and productive knowledge. Tragant et al. (2016) identified that learners' maturity and 

conscious effort to learn vocabulary through LWR are important for significant positive results. In 
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Webb and Chang (2012) beginners read twenty-eight short texts over two seven-week periods. Texts 

were read a minimum of two times, participants accessed dictionaries, read orally and discussed text 

content. Only the LWR mode greatly improved vocabulary knowledge. Although in all of the studies 

just described the LWR produced a positive impact in vocabulary gains, the impact in Han and Chen 

(2010) and Webb and Chang (2012) was significantly higher than in Brown et al. (2008). This is likely 

to have been the case because participants in the first two studies read longer texts, over a longer 

period and received opportunities for discussion, which increased their chances of using vocabulary 

in a significant way. 

 

Webb and his colleagues conducted other experiments (with EFL learners reading graded readers) 

which corroborated the need for repeated LWR for a significant positive impact on vocabulary learning 

(Teng, 2018; Webb & Chang, 2015) and incidental collocation learning (Webb et al., 2013). They 

suggested 15 as a minimum number of encounters for sizable gains (Webb et al., 2013), which is 

probably only possible through intentional exposure to meaning-focused LWR (like in graded readers). 

Chang (2009, 2011, 2012) and Chang and Millett (2014, 2015) also showed that significant gains in 

aural input processing, reading speed, dictation scores, vocabulary learning and comprehension were 

strongly related to abundant and consistent simultaneous listening while reading and input that 

appealed to participants' interest in terms of content and level. Tragant et al. (2019) also concluded 

that extensive reading (21 graded readers, mean length = 315 pages, over 18 hours) combined with 

discussion, dictionary use and repeated LWR was key for successful impact on comprehension, 

fluency, vocabulary, listening comprehension and students' perceptions. Similar to the weight given 

to conscious learning effort in both Han and Chen (2010) and Tragant et al. (2016). Teng (2018) alerted 

to the importance of providing learners with not only opportunities but also guidance (such as 

conscious attention) on how to infer word meaning from context for more efficient vocabulary gains 

when LWR.  

 

Considering the implications of these findings to language learning, LWR can greatly improve reading 

fluency, reading comprehension and vocabulary acquisition, but this only happens where repeated 

and extensive LWR, comfortable audio pace, opportunities for noticing (like content discussion), 

conscious learning effort and topics of relevance to the readers are present. The takeaway is that, for 

self-access learning materials, LWR requires intentionally designed materials which are accompanied 

by learner-friendly guidance on how to benefit from such materials.  
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Having discussed the literature which is directly relevant for an SLA-based evaluation of the reading 

section CaG, the following section describes CaG and, in light of my awareness as an insider in the 

development of this material, it also provides a rationale for the choices made. 

 

5.4 Presenting Catching a Glimpse (CaG) 

Catching a Glimpse is the main reading material in English M1. CaG (1) is the penultimate section of 

every unit. It consists of a title (2), an image (3), a text in prose (4), a user-activated oral rendition of 

the text (5) and an English-Portuguese glossary (6) (see Figure 15).  

 

 

 

Figure 15 The reading section Catching a Glimpse Unit 1. 
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The section title 'Catching a Glimpse' was chosen to expose learners to sophisticated vocabulary and 

because we believed that after having read it 18 times (the number of units), they would probably 

acquire the meaning of the phrase. We did not want an obvious name, like 'reading section', because 

we assumed this type of phrasing would be easily learnt in other contexts, whereas 'catching a glimpse' 

requires a more intentional exposure such as the one we created. At an introductory page of the 

material, the meaning of 'catching a glimpse' (just like all sections of the material) is explained. 

 

The illustrations (digital drawings) were designed to provide a visual representation of the text and 

make the section more appealing. However, the extent to which the illustration reflected the text, its 

potential to contribute towards reading comprehension or the potential inconsistencies with the 

information in the text were not considered.  

 

The texts recycle the target language (syntactic structures and vocabulary) of the corresponding unit. 

The aim was to promote easy reading by using words learners, assumedly, had learnt in the unit. Little 

or no attention was given to using transparent or high-frequency words. It was hoped that by 

contriving the texts to the target lexical and grammatical content of that unit, learners would find 

reading easier, as this would support bottom-up processing and, consequently, motivate the reading 

of the texts in the 18 units. The average word count is 299, the longest text has 579 words.  

 

The cultural information in the texts is related to the USA and includes topics like the American 

weather, tipping in restaurants in the USA, American universities, American schools, gap year for 

Americans and sports scholarships in American universities. We assumed this country, a country that 

uses English as the L1, would appeal to most of the target audience. 

 

At some point during the development of the material, we became aware of the presence of US 

undergraduate students who were working in a US-Brazil partnership in the local university. We 

contacted the person responsible for overseeing their work and, fortunately, it was agreed that we 

could borrow some of their hours, for free, to record some of the audio of the material, as this would 

be added to their work hours and work reports. Through a combination of serendipity, intuition and 

commitment (to making the most of this opportunity), rather than through careful planning, we came 

up with the idea of the oral version of the text (Figure 16). We thought it would add to the quality of 

the material, as we believed that exposing the learners to L1 English speakers (Americans) would make 

the reading experience more appealing and at the same time enhance pronunciation skills. The 
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volunteers had no specific training as voice actors. In a rather intuitive manner, the recording sessions 

were overseen with the intent of making sure the meaning of the lines was properly interpreted, but 

there were no requests for reduced speech rate or longer pauses. Access to the audio tool is restricted 

to the DVD version of the material. We did not consider the design of an option to pause or control 

the speed of the oral rendition.  

 

 

Figure 16 The audio tool. 

 

The glossary (Figure 17) was developed as a by-product to assist comprehension and fluent reading. 

We opted for a direct L1 translation of the meaning of the words in that linguistic context aiming at 

providing straightforward information and minimally interfering in the reading flow. The word list was 

compiled based on our intuition of which words would be at the same time unknown to lower levels 

and important for understanding the text. Also, the listed words did not belong to the vocabulary 

content of the unit.  

 

 

 

Figure 17 The L2-L1 glossary 

 

 

Last but not least, CaG does not contain any type of instruction (such as 'read the text') or follow-up 

activity (such as comprehension questions) guiding learners on how or why to read the text or use the 

accompanying features. The following section evaluates the reading section CaG from the perspective 
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of the literature reviewed in this chapter but it also draws on the literature reviewed in other chapters, 

particularly the literature review chapter.  

 

5.5 The literature-based evaluation and my reflection as an insider  

This section attempts to assess the worth of how CaG was designed based on the relevant literature 

(Mukundan et al., 2011) as well as my awareness as an insider in the development of CaG.  It begins 

with overall considerations about CaG as a reading material.  

 

5.5.1 CaG as a reading experience 

As an initial step into considering how CaG might have impacted learners, this section begins with 

reflections about the title 'catching a glimpse', particularly because of its idiomatic (and not easy to 

understand) nature. It seems unlikely that learners would infer and learn the meaning of 'catching a 

glimpse'. Despite the repeated exposure, it is always used in the same way and there are no contextual 

clues (Hulstijn & Laufer, 2001; Nation, 2001). On its own, 'catching a glimpse' does not relate to the 

idea of reading. Even though the material explains its meaning, it is on the introductory pages, 

therefore not available at the point of need. International coursebook materials designed for both 

classroom and home use tend to use much more straightforward wordings like 'reading', such as 

Cutting Edge Starter (Cunningham et al., 2014) and Top Notch 1 (Saslow & Ascher, 2015). Perhaps, the 

rupture with the traditional might lead to a lack of clarity. The inexactness of what CaG is about may 

have put learners off engaging with it. This is likely to have been stressed given the fact that, different 

from all the other sections in the material, CaG does not have Portuguese-written information of what 

the section is about, which might have aroused some discomfort (Levine, 2014; Littlewood & Yu, 

2011). As a self-learning material, this could be perceived as a drawback since limited awareness and 

guidance decrease learners' capacity to make informed decisions (Kennedy & Levy, 2009; Stubbé & 

Theunissen, 2008; Hurd, et al., 2001).  

 

At the same time, the visual appearance of CaG (title, paragraphs) may have been enough to inform 

what the section is about. Also, a reading section is probably something learners would expect from a 

language learning material. This is to say that learners might have been able to recognize CaG as a 

reading section regardless of its title or having been explicitly told what it is. 

 

Considering matters related to authenticity, a few assumptions can be made in regards to how the 

texts might have impacted learners' experience. Because of their pedagogical nature, the texts in CaG 
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cannot be described as authentic (Watkins, 2014). They were designed for pedagogical purposes and 

privilege target vocabulary and structure. Whilst this might have facilitated learners' comprehension, 

it also might have prevented them from experiencing a more authentic elaborateness in the way the 

ideas were conveyed (Crossley et al., 2007). Furthermore, learners' reason for accessing a language 

learning material is, ultimately, learning a language, which implies that learners' ultimate reason to 

read in CaG is bound to be learning English. Other aspects that hamper the authenticity of the reading 

experience in CaG and that, at the same time, distance it from an ER approach, are that learners do 

not get to choose what to read, or the topic, or the genre, which is likely to directly affect the sense 

of pleasure and interest in the information and in reading in general (Day & Bamford, 2002). The very 

presence of the L2-L1 glossary is an affordance likely to influence readers towards interrupting reading 

for vocabulary assistance (Extensive Reading Foundation, 2011), compromising a more (general) and 

authentic meaning-focused reading (Day & Bamford, 2002). 

 

At the same time, CaG may have provided readers with an opportunity to experience reading in a way 

that differs from the intensive reading approach traditionally found in language instruction 

environments (Renandya, 2017; Freeman, 2014) because there is no testing (follow-up activities) or a 

pre-reading task which tend to direct the reading effort (Watkins, 2018a). This suggests that readers 

felt free to read for a more general comprehension (Day & Bamford, 2002). However, as argued in the 

previous paragraph, it seems unlikely that learners in a language learning material would read only for 

the sake of the information. One final prediction has to do with the amount of reading that CaG 

represents. Although probably only to a minor extent, since one text per week for eighteen weeks 

does not constitute an extensive exposure to reading (Geva & Ramirez, 2015; Macalister, 2015), 

reading in CaG might have further developed learners' reading skills in the L2 (Renandya & Jacobs, 

2016). This section looked at CaG as a whole. The following sections consider more nuanced aspects 

of it.  

 

5.5.2 Comprehension assistance and language learning in CaG 

This section addresses the accompanying features of CaG, namely, the glossary, the illustration and 

the audio tool on their potential to assist reading comprehension and promote language learning.  

 

5.5.2.1 The glossary  

Despite the digital delivery of English M1, the glossary does not enable any type of interaction 

traditionally associated with technology-enhanced environments, such as multimedia glosses (Al-
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Seghayer, 2016). Nevertheless, it is likely to have assisted learners with comprehension, as it covered 

the words, they, assumedly, did not know. Therefore, if learners acquired the target vocabulary and 

grammar before reading the texts and the texts were successfully contrived to learners' proficiency, it 

is unlikely that reading comprehension would be so difficult that the word-meaning assistance in the 

glossary would not enhance comprehension (which was the case in Cheng & Good, 2009). Also, word 

meaning was straightforwardly delivered on the margin in learners' L1. This format probably did not 

overload readers' working memory, as recommended for low-levels (Varol & Erçetin, 2019; Cheng & 

Good, 2009), allowing their cognitive resources to focus on meaning. However, vocabulary acquisition 

was probably not significant. Although the glossary may have provided conscious noticing in a context-

rich moment, which are characteristics of vocabulary learning (Webb & Nation, 2017; Hulstijn & 

Laufer, 2001), long-term word retention seems unlikely. Firstly, because it cannot be anticipated 

whether the processing level was deep (Webb & Nation, 2017; Joe, 2010; Nation, 2001). Secondly, 

because repeated encounters were not designed beyond the same unit. That is, the texts repeat the 

vocabulary of the corresponding unit, but this repetition did not involve–at least not in a conscious 

way–the target vocabulary in the other units. 

 

5.5.2.2 The illustration  

The illustrations in CaG likely impacted learners' reading experience positively, generating an 

appealing aesthetic effect on the page layout (Lin & Hsieh, 2018, Luo & Lin, 2017). However, the 

benefits of the illustration beyond a decorative role are probably limited. This is because readers' 

attention is not drawn towards the visual input, often needed when readers are supposed to extract 

meaning from it (Lin & Hsieh, 2018; Luo & Lin, 2017; Hudson, 1982). This is to say that on its own, the 

illustration might not have led learners to, for instance, elicit background knowledge. Therefore, the 

illustration probably did not assist comprehension. Besides that, the fact that there was no careful 

consideration of the role of the illustrations, such as an explaining function, or a promotion function 

(Luo & Lin, 2017), it could also be the case that learners who intuitively (or deliberately) observed the 

image to predict text information were misguided given the potential incongruences between the 

visual input and the written input. 

 

5.5.2.3 The audio tool  

Before deliberating about the potential impact of the audio tool on readers' experience, it is important 

to consider aspects that might have hampered its use. First, the use of the audio tool is conditioned 

to the DVD version of the material. Secondly, in comparison to the relatively familiar role of glossaries 
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(to provide word meaning) and illustration (to embellish the page and perhaps the less known function 

of anticipating text content), an oral rendition of a text is likely to be less familiar because, traditionally, 

it is the teacher in the classroom who manipulates the audio input. Not knowing how to use a given 

material for learning directly hampers such learning (Teng, 2018; Tragant et al., 2016).  

  

For those learners who used the audio tool, a few assumptions can be made. Generally speaking, a 

positive prospect seems unlikely. This is because the amount of input in CaG is a lot inferior to the 

ones in, for instance, Tragant et al. (2019) and still, the positive impact of LWR in their study was not 

significant. Furthermore, although the native American speakers’ accent might have appealed to 

learners' interest (Barros, 2018; Barcelos, 2003) and led to a wish to use the audio tool (as in Tragant 

et al., 2016), what the voice actors produced, probably because they were not advised on how to 

interpret their lines (see section 5.4), missed on important pedagogical features such as slower 

speech, pauses or marked intonation (as recommended in Field, 2008). Perhaps, the native speaker 

speed was too fast for even allowing readers to read while listening, directly hampering the potential 

benefits of LWR in CaG (Brown et al., 2008). As an insider in the development of this material, I can 

say that the volunteering status of the voice actors (the same happened with the voice actors in the 

animated episodes AAY, as explained in chapter 6) hindered the developers’ freedom to make 

requests concerning the way they were speaking. There was also certain respect for how they spoke 

due to their native status as if whatever they produced was worthy of exposing learners to, a belief 

often identified in EFL contexts (Rajagopalan, 2020). 

 

To conclude, because (1) readers might not know how to benefit from the oral rendition of a text, (2) 

they are not provided with information on how to do so, (3) the non-adapted native input might have 

been too difficult to process and, (4) the amount and frequency of LWR was short, it seems unlikely 

that the audio tool would have led to sizable comprehension improvement, reading fluency or 

vocabulary gain.  

 

Because of the limitations in literature-based evaluations (McDonough et al., 2013; Tomlinson, 2003) 

this section mostly offered assumptions, predictions and likelihoods. A more accurate assessment can 

only be gained by addressing the actual users and their views. The following section presents and 

discusses learners' reported experience with CaG. 
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5.6 Data presentation: learners-based evaluation 

As a post-use evaluation, this section presents learners' reports about their experience with CaG. Data 

collected in the semi-structured interviews are presented in a detailed and contextualised manner as 

this is needed for richer and realistic data analysis, adding to the validity of the findings (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). As explained in the methodology chapter, participants were prompted with the 

material on a notebook screen to help them recall their experience (Lavrakas, 2008). In line with the 

nature of semi-structured interviews (Cohen et al., 2018), four questions were defined a priori:  

1. Did you read the texts?  

2. Did you observe the image?  

3. Did you use the glossary? 

4. Did you listen to the audio tool?  

These questions pre-defined the main themes in the evaluation of CaG and they follow a hierarchical 

focusing strategy (P. Tomlinson, 1989): the overall reading experience and the overall impact of the 

illustration, the glossary and the audio tool. The following sections are organised into these four 

themes. The discussion in each one of them presents the sub-themes that emerged as a result of the 

freedom participants had to comment on the things they wanted and the follow-up questions that 

emerged during the interviews. This aligns with the aim to address participants in a unique, non-

standardized, personalized way (Cohen et al., 2018). In conformity with ethical demands in which the 

participants' identity is protected, participants are identified by their serial number, which consists of 

the letter 'P' and a number. The moment in the interview when they say the things that are being 

quoted is indicated following participant identification, for example, P02 5:00.  

 

5.6.1 Learners' opinions about the USA-focused texts 

This section shows how participants responded to reading about the USA and what they expect from 

English learning materials in terms of culture and reading input. The vast majority of the participants 

(nineteen out of twenty-four) referred to the reading section CaG as appealing for two main reasons: 

the opportunity to read in English and the relevance of the information provided. 

 

When CaG appeared on the computer screen, P21 5:00 enthusiastically claimed: "The best part for 

me… the best part for me". P21 was particularly enthusiastic about the "continuity" and "sequence" 

that the texts offered, different from the sentences and vocabulary lists in other parts of the material. 

Participants P07, P08 and P26 had similar excited reactions when prompted with CaG. For instance, 

P08 9:00 said: "This was the section in the material I liked the most".  
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Eleven participants out of twenty-four (P02, P04, P05, P06, P09, P10, P12, P14, P17, P19, P24) 

associated the importance of CaG with the cultural information it provided and its relevance for a 

future time abroad. For P04 15:30, the content was "useful" to avoid an uncomfortable situation and 

being disrespectful when interacting with English speakers. P10 11:00 said that when learning a 

language, it is also important to learn "some characteristics of the country where this language is 

spoken". P05 17:00 compared CaG to the animated episodes AAY (discussed in chapter 6) and 

considered the texts "more interesting" because they presented information about the foreign 

culture, whilst the episodes were a created story. Essentially, learners liked CaG because they 

perceived the factual nature of the information in it useful and the reading experience likely to lead 

to learning gains. 

 

Amongst the twenty-four interviewees, thirteen (P02, P04, P06, P08, P09, P12, P13, P14, P16, P19, 

P20, P24, P26) revealed they strongly associate the English language with the culture of the USA. For 

example, P02 41:00 would like to learn about Canada, but "the USA is good enough". P04 said that 

English learners are interested in "the two main cultures of English": American and British. P08, P09, 

P14, P16 and P13 12:00 said that the focus on the USA was "fine". The connection between the USA 

and English was so strong for P12 14:00 that she seemed to ignore other countries that also use English 

as the L1. She was slightly confused when I asked whether there were other countries she would like 

to learn about. She answered: "Look, I guess that talking a little bit more about what happens there 

[paused], in European countries [pause] that speak in English rrr". Her voice became softer as she 

mumbled the last words as if not sure of what to say. P12 did not seem able to cite other countries 

where English is used as the L1, which, I suspect, may have led her to speak less confidently in 

comparison to how she spoke in other parts of the interview. In order to avoid any possible discomfort, 

I changed the focus and asked whether having read all texts about the USA had been good, to which 

she replied yes. Later in the interview, P12 28:00 heartedly said: "I have barely any contact with my 

own culture because I like theirs more, you know?". She made a quick pause and laughed. She seemed 

to consider what she had said too exaggerated, and added: "No, this is nonsense, I like my culture as 

well". These comments evidence the ubiquity of the American culture in Brazil, which causes Brazilians 

to relate to it as their own and, to some extent, ignorant to the importance of other cultures and 

countries that also and make English what it is. P19 14:00 expressed that other English-speaking 

countries would be interesting, but laughing, she said that everybody associates English with the 

United States because ultimately what matters is the USA. P20 described the USA as the country "in 

evidence".  
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P26 (a Spanish teacher) acknowledged that English learning in Brazil is strongly associated with the 

USA. American culture, however, is not her personal preference. P06 12:00 said that learners 

"consider the USA the role model of English", which makes, for her, the focus on the American culture 

in CaG just right. I asked her whether this applied to her as well, and she said "yes and no". She 

explained that she is aware that there are other models of English and she would not mind learning 

them, but still she favours the American one because she sees it as the main one. P24 12:00 explained 

that "we live in a country that copies the American style, the cinema, the television", suggesting that 

the American influence goes beyond anyone’s personal preference. He sees it as inherent to Brazilian 

society. These reports show that participants' preference for American culture is motivated by a view 

that the USA is the most important country where English is used. This importance is justified on the 

basis that this is the culture they mostly hear about because of, for instance, entertainment and 

politics. Amongst these thirteen participants it is possible to detect that whilst for some interest in the 

American culture is genuine, for others, it is more like an acceptance of something that is perceived 

as in vogue. 

 

Two respondents questioned the focus on the USA. P21 13:00 said that their "supremacy" in English 

learning environments is unfair. In a joking tone, she said this "contributes to their arrogance… poor 

them… I love them". She laughed and explained that it is not about the USA being a bad choice, but 

other countries, such as England or former colonies, are equally important. The reference to former 

colonies distinguishes P21 from the rest of the participants. This is because although there were 

references to other English-speaking countries (Canada, England, Scotland, Ireland, Australia) no one 

else referred to wanting to learn about the culture (or model of English) in non-native English-speaking 

countries. P21 seemed aware of the global spread of English. She is a former French teacher and lived 

in France for three years. Both aspects that might have raised her awareness concerning the use of 

languages by L2 speakers and colonialism. Also, she probably had opportunities to interact with other 

non-native speakers of French as well as non-native speakers of English. The other participant, P26 

12:00, is also a foreign language teacher. She teaches Spanish in Brazil. She has been abroad as a 

tourist but she never lived abroad. She said that she is "not a USA-enthusiast" and she naturally dislikes 

content that advocates for American culture, but because she thought this was not the case in CaG, 

she did not feel "invaded". Still, she emphasized that other countries should have featured in the texts, 

such as Ireland and Scotland. Notably, she only referred to countries where English is the L1. Like 

French and English, Spanish is used in different countries as an L1 and an L2. This knowhow might also 
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have played a role in making P26's interests less native-oriented. Besides not being particularly 

interested in the USA, both P21 and P26 enjoyed reading in CaG. 

 

In light of the reports provided by P21 and P26, it is possible to assume that those thirteen learners' 

preference for the USA and the American culture cannot be entirely explained by a genuine interest, 

that is, the result of having been exposed to many cultures and chosen the USA. The experiences 

reported by P21 and P26 might have been the trigger to a less native-oriented (or American only) and 

a more non-native oriented preference (Veitch, 2020; Jenkins, 2006). Such experiences can, but not 

necessarily will translate into a more open view of what is relevant when it comes to the English 

language and culture. Two other participants who also had experiences like the ones reported by P21 

and P26 (interaction with non-native English speakers) declared preference for reading about the USA 

culture in CaG because they see the USA as the main English-speaking country (this is further 

commented in sections 7.5.1.1 and 7.5.1.2 about P04 and P10, respectively). The takeaway is that 

materials must seriously consider their role in nurturing such awareness (that English is used as a 

lingua franca in many places, that many cultures can be associated with L1 English speakers). This is 

because materials are likely to be, for many learners, the only way to gain a better sense of 

discernment of the cultures that can be associated with the English language and access a less biased 

view of what constitutes English. 

 

Amongst the twenty-four participants, only P03 and P14 read very few texts. For P03 this was because 

the texts were not “part of her reality”, and learning about the USA was not interesting to her. This 

shows the difficulty of designing material that will interest all individuals. P14 8:00 did not mind that 

the texts were about the USA.  She mentioned time constraints and a perception that reading in CaG 

was not relevant to her learning development because it was about "culture" and not about 

"language", which suggests she associates learning with a conscious attention to language (such as 

norms, rules, vocabulary) but not use of language (such as reading a text).  

 

When asked whether they would like to read about Brazilian cultural aspects, all participants said no 

except for two. P08 said that it would be interesting to read about Brazil if it were from the perspective 

of what other countries (she referred to Canada and the USA) think about "the way Brazilians eat" or 

"the way Brazilians dress". P09 (referring to the vocabulary section and not CaG) said that she missed 

Brazilian food vocabulary. Exploring local aspects such as traditional Brazilian food is an advantage 

that English M1, for being a local material, could have explored much more easily than international 

coursebooks. This inherent advantage was not explored. However, besides P08 and, to a minor extent, 
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P09, the focus on the USA was considered appropriate, a natural choice taking into consideration that 

they see it as the main culture of English. The following section presents data that shows readers 

focused on meaning when reading.        

 

5.6.2 Meaning-focused reading and affective engagement 

Eleven participants out of twenty-four (P05, P06, P07, P08, P09, P12, P16, P17, P23, P24, P26) used 

the phrase "I remember" to refer to a particular text that they had read, or about the text(s) on the 

screen. These texts often had a personal connection with the interviewee. For example, all the texts 

that P05 (a secondary-level teacher) remembered are concerned with education: School year in the 

USA (Unit 3), College days (Unit 7) and Sports and College scholarships (Unit 11). P12 remembered 

Black Friday (Unit 9). She explained that when she read the text it was near the date and she was 

curious to know what it meant. Another evidence that learners focused on meaning when reading was 

that some of them (P08, P09, P10, P12, P16, P23 and P26) gave examples of situations when the 

information learnt in the texts could become useful.  

 

The most remembered text was No hugging, please! (Unit 1). A plausible explanation for this is that, 

different from the other texts which presented aspects from North American culture only, this text 

compared American and Brazilian hugging traditions. That is, it drew on learners' immediate reality. 

This, however, contradicts the overwhelming majority who expressed to have no interest in reading 

about Brazil in CaG (as discussed in the previous section). Diving into learners' reasons for 

remembering this text it seems that the interest was related to the practical nature of the content of 

the text. It provided concrete (not fictional, not subjective) information that could actually contribute 

towards who they are as English speakers, and not exactly (or only) because it drew on something that 

reflects Brazilian culture. For example, P06, P16 and P04 said that in a future visit to the US they would 

know how to greet people appropriately because of this text. They said that because of this text they 

learnt that when meeting Americans for the first time, shaking hands is likely to be the most 

appropriate greeting (and not hugging).  

 

Other participants, however, interpreted the information in this text differently. P06 9:00 said that 

she learned that in the USA "you don't even see a father hugging, kissing [his child]", showing that she 

generalised information, creating the stereotyped view that Americans do not hug or are cold. 

According to P05 9:00 the text explained Americans "hug much less" and "don't have as much physical 

contact" in comparison to Brazilians. P09 11:00 said that she remembered the text in unit 1 explained 

Americans are not "very affectionate" people. These reports reveal an inherent limitation of self-
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access material as misinterpretations or inaccurate information cannot be easily avoided or corrected 

since learners are on their own and seem to accept (their interpretations of) things materials say as 

truths. This is evidence that self-access materials must provide ways of tackling such 

misunderstandings, perhaps designing extra material or summaries in learners' L1.  

 

During the interviews, participants were not directly asked whether they could remember the text on 

the screen or any other text as it could make them provide an answer that they believed to be more 

desirable, even if not accurate. Indications that they remembered the texts came spontaneously and 

often as an explanation to whether they had enjoyed CaG. The fact that respondents remembered the 

texts, and attributed some utility to the information is evidence that they focused on meaning when 

reading and that the input was comprehensible and memorable. The data presented in the sequence 

shows how the absence of a follow-up activity in CaG impacted learners' experience with the texts. 

 

5.6.3 No follow-up activity: learners' perception of CaG as relaxing  

Half of the participants (P02, P04, P05, P07, P08, P09, P10, P12, P16, P24, P25, P26) indicated that they 

would not like CaG to have a follow-up activity because "just reading" was pleasant and an activity 

would make reading mandatory and hinder the relaxed attitude. Eleven participants used the word 

"relaxing" to describe reading in CaG. For example, P05 17:00 said that it felt like "a pause after work 

… a text to relax, to read as if reading a text in the newspaper". P25 10:00 said that she would not like 

an activity because it would transform the relaxing reading experience into a learning moment, 

especially if the activity was related to grammar or vocabulary, not so much if it was comprehension 

based. This suggests that P25 considers learning English to be a conscious study of grammar and 

vocabulary and not so much the use of English for communication (such as reading).  

 

Some learners (P23, P12, P09) would only like follow-up activities if these were labelled as optional, 

for those who “want to read further into the text” (P12 14:00). They claimed that an optional activity 

would please anyone willing to do it and at the same time not interfere with a “more casual” reading 

(P09 9:00) because they would not feel guilty to dismiss it if the material itself told them that it was 

optional. Learners seem to prefer (or are more used to) an external source telling them what to do 

than deciding for themselves whether they should do something or not. This shows that learners have 

a hard time deciding on what they need to do or what is not really needed in their learning 

development. This stresses the need for self-access materials to provide directions. P08, P09, P10 and 

P25 perceived CaG as a cultural as opposed to a learning moment and used the word "entertaining" 

to describe it. Likewise, when asked whether he would like a reading-related activity, P10 said that the 
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texts were different from the rest of the unit because they did not demand a learning effort. In his 

words: 

 

Look, I liked it the way it was, because it was there as something extra, something to enrich, 

not something mandatory 'oh I have to read this because I have to do this activity' ... no, it 

was an extra, right? a bonus... for us to get to this point [of the unit]... read... For me it was 

like that, I finished everything in this unit, now I will relax a little bit reading this text, you 

know? That's how it was for me... I was already relaxed, I had already done the activities, 

everything was ready, before moving on I read the text. (P10 15:00) 

 

At the same time, some respondents (P02, P06, P11, P13, P14, P16, P17, P19 and P20) believed a text-

related activity could benefit learning. The challenge of correctly answering questions could be 

motivating (P13 17:00, P20 8:00), compel reading (P17 14:00) and legitimise the effort of reading (P02 

36:00). P17 said that “forcing” is needed because learners are more likely to dismiss activities 

perceived as "optional". Again, this shows learners' need to have their learning oriented in a way, as 

opposed to being left entirely on their own to decide on what and how to do things. An activity would 

transform the possibly optional reading into something mandatory. This also strongly suggests how 

learners have had little opportunity "just reading" and how they strongly relate L2 reading with 

reading-related tasks. P06 16:00 argued that because there were no text-related activities, she “only 

read the texts", her "understanding was not tested”, indicating she relies more on an activity to tell 

her about their understanding than her own judgement. P02 expressed that not having to format her 

reading style to get an answer right led her to feel as if "reading a text in Portuguese.” At first, she 

sounded very determined about not wanting a follow-up activity in CaG. She then paused and 

reconsidered: “but for tests we need them”, referring to the traditional assessments that take place 

in secondary education. Although she identified that just reading feels nicer than reading to answer 

questions, she thinks that just reading will not help her to pass her exams.  

 

Both P02 and P11 expressed what would be, in their views, a good follow-up activity. The first said 

that the questions should not have "too obvious" answers and motivate thinking. The latter said that 

such an activity should give her assurance that she had understood the text properly. The reality shows 

that this type of activity is not easily designed in self-learning environments where automatic feedback 

is often the only possible feedback. The danger in this is that it might push writers into designing poor 

quality questions, the only criterion being 'is there only one indisputable correct answer?', rather than 
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designing questions that would help readers focus on a key part of the text or motivate thinking, as 

P02 and P11 asked for. 

 

Arguably, participants could have just read the texts regardless of the presence of an activity, since 

they showed that they skipped other sections motivated by their own reasons. For example, P21 24:00 

referred to the "discomfort of doing something" as her criteria to skip. Even though respondents were 

divided in their preferences for wanting or not a reading-related activity, their views on the potential 

impact an activity would have on CaG was consistent: it would make reading less fun but give a sense 

of learning efficiency because it would allow them to verify learning. Another aspect that learners 

brought up as responsible for allowing them to read the texts in a relaxed way was the fact that 

comprehension was accessible, as presented in the following section.  

 

5.6.4 Learners' awareness of the contrived nature of the texts 

This section focuses on the opinions of six participants because they identified, expressed awareness 

and felt positively impacted by the contrived nature of the texts. P02 36:00 said that the texts were 

"very consistent with what I had learnt" in the unit, she considered them an opportunity to practise 

comprehension of the words she recognised as part of the lexical content. P05 26:00, a Portuguese 

language teacher, noticed that “the structures, the words, the whole syntax were chosen”. P21 (the 

former French teacher) 9:00 said that she realised how the texts had been "created" to "educate" 

learners on the target content and this was "good". P24 compared CaG to watching BBC News 

explaining that the themes in the first are a lot easier to comprehend than in the latter because they 

were learner-friendly. P26 15:00 (the Spanish teacher), said that she knew the texts had been 

deliberately “written for teaching purposes”. P05, P21 and P26 said that CaG motivated extra reading, 

helping them to feel capable of reading online (that is, texts that were not written for learners). P26 

and P05 said that in terms of content, they prefer the texts they read online—P05 referred to a section 

about education in The Guardian newspaper and P26, random sources. P05 said that even though he 

prefers the content in the newspaper, he has to make a huge effort to understand it and he always 

quits reading. This is evidence that easy processing is important for motivational purposes. Slightly 

different, P24 17:00 said that the texts in CaG do not prepare students for the reading of proper texts, 

but "to begin this is how it should be". He meant that this is an initial step towards being able to read 

more authentic texts.  

 

The prejudice often attributed to non-authentic materials because of how they sanitise language did 

not apply to these respondents who were able to identify the adapted nature of the texts but did not 
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view it negatively. All of them explained that being able to read easily was what actually triggered their 

interest in reading the texts in the first place. Also, they showed a willingness to read more authentic 

texts as they progressed in their English. Other respondents also clearly expressed they considered 

reading comprehension adequate to their level. For instance, P11 8:00 explained she could 

"understand what was written in the text". For P12 16:00, the level of the texts was "good". P17 17:00 

said that even though there were unknown words, she read the texts "easily". P23 10:00 claimed that 

the texts were at a "comfortable level" and P25 7:00 described them as "not very difficult". The 

following sections show how learners used the accompanying features in CaG, beginning with the 

glossary.  

   

5.6.5 Learners' perspective on the glossary 

Twenty-two respondents reported having used the glossary in CaG and believe it supported reading 

comprehension. A few participants also used Google Translate (P09, P10, P12, P20, P21, P22) and/or 

other websites (P16, P24, P25). They sometimes translated one word only and other times a larger 

extract, such as a sentence or a paragraph. No one reported having translated an entire text, which 

suggests learners were not translating everything just to know what the texts were about, they were 

actually reading in English. There were also references (P06, P09 and P21) to translating extracts to 

confirm comprehension was appropriate, as a post-reading strategy.  

 

Although learners believe that the glossary supported reading comprehension, looking up for word 

meaning does not seem to have been motivated by an actual need for comprehension assistance. This 

is because, as the previous sections showed, learners considered the texts appropriate to their level 

and the overall reading experience was enjoyable and relaxing. They would not have made such 

comments if they had to constantly translate words to understand it. Drawing on different moments 

of learners' reports, it became evident that they find it important to do something that they consider 

effective (observable, direct, tangible) towards learning. This was observed in, for example, reports 

that doing a follow-up activity would translate into actual learning as opposed to "just reading" (see 

section 5.6.3). Learners felt the need to attend to the meaning of the words/sentences in Portuguese 

because they considered it would make reading more efficient in terms of vocabulary learning. 

Although learners' views are correct and indeed intentional learning is needed in L2 learning, a large 

part of their vocabulary will be acquired in a less conscious way (Krashen, 2008; Ellis, 1994), and 

reading for global comprehension might be an opportunity for that (Horst, 2009; Waring & Nation, 

2004). But learners did not seem to know that. 
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P02 34:55 said that she opted for using the vocabulary section of the unit (instead of the glossary) to 

recall or reinforce the meaning of the words in the texts. The fact that P02 could recognise the written 

form of the target words in the texts is evidence that some level of word learning (word form 

recognition) had already occurred (Hulstijn, 2001). Considering her reports that she was able to 

comprehend the texts and that she enjoyed them (she even compared them to reading a magazine in 

Portuguese), going back to the vocabulary section does not seem to have been motivated by the need 

for comprehension assistance. It was a vocabulary learning strategy which consisted of consciously 

reviewing the meaning of the target words. 

 

Three participants referred to a negative aspect about having a glossary next to the text. P05, P11 and 

P21 perceived the words listed as an indicator of the words they were not expected to know the 

meaning to. Consequently, they should know all the others. P05 18:00 explained the glossary 

contained "the words and expressions that could cause doubt”. They reasoned that if the words listed 

were insufficient, they were demanding more help than they should. The texts were perceived as 

some sort of test of how well they had learnt the content of the unit and a model against which they 

could measure their knowledge. If the glossed words were not enough to assist comprehension, then 

they failed the test.  

 

P11 08:00 recognised that a glossary cannot possibly cater to all learners in their lexical deficiencies, 

however, in a very frustrated tone, she shared: “I don't memorize, you know? ... ‘What does it mean?’ 

... And then, a week later, I have to ... look it up again.” She explained that she understands learners 

are expected to remember words already studied, the reason why glossaries only cover new words. 

However, she shared in a frustrated tone that she can hardly remember words previously studied and 

that glossaries never contain all the words she needs. P11 carries an unnecessary burden since it is 

unlikely that she would remember the meaning of a word just because she looked it up once (Hulstijn, 

1992), which suggests she would benefit from the awareness that many other variables are needed 

for vocabulary acquisition, such as meaningful and repeated exposure (Webb & Nation, 2017). Also, 

she seems to believe that when reading she must know all the words in the text, which reveals she is 

not used to reading for the gist of the text or knows the role of a glossary next to the text.  

 

These reports show that although CaG was meant to promote a meaning-focused experience (which 

it seems to have), language learning seems to be learners' natural response to an L2 text in a language 

learning material, as learners were consciously trying to learn vocabulary. Data analysed also showed 

that learners looked up for word translation as their only vocabulary learning strategy. This suggests 
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a limited awareness of the many aspects that involve the knowledge of a word, which go beyond 

retrieving meaning (or translation) in receptive use, but should also include productive use, in what 

concerns collocation, pronunciation, to name a few (Webb & Nation, 2017). Although this seems 

natural given their low level of proficiency, this points to the need to make the affordances of materials 

obvious for learners and to deliver, particularly in self-access materials, components of learner 

guidance for enhanced learning opportunities. The next section discusses how respondents perceived 

the affordances of the illustration in CaG. 

 

5.6.6 Learners’ perspective on the illustrations 

Most respondents disregarded the image as a potentially interpretable input, something that could 

lead them to infer text content. When asked whether they dedicated some time to observe the image, 

some of them (P03, P04, P06, P08, P09, P13, P17, P25 and P26) said that they did not spend time 

observing the image mostly because they did not think they could have benefited from doing it. More 

specifically, they did not consider the image could have improved comprehension. For example, P09 

08:00 believes she might have benefited from the illustration “intuitively”, but could not say how or 

why.  

 

Some participants also (P04, P05, P07, P16) believed the image had an aesthetic role. For example, 

P07 11:00 said that the illustrations motivated her to read the texts just like food packaging convinces 

people to eat something or not: "if you look at a block of text you don't feel like reading, right? … It's 

like food packaging, right? It's the packaging that persuades you to eat or not". Although P07 

considered the image important to make the page layout more appealing, she did not use it to 

anticipate or confirm meaning. Similarly, P05 15:00 compared the role of the images in CaG to the role 

of a newspaper cover, explaining it anticipated some information about the text. He was asked 

whether he could anticipate information from the text by observing the images. He then explained 

that when reading, he could not relate the visual input to a specific idea in the text. He assumed there 

was a connection between both, but that was not obvious to him. P05 is a Portuguese teacher, 

therefore likely to be familiar with reading strategies. It is not surprising that he would attribute to the 

images in CaG a function of anticipating text content, regardless of him having benefited from this 

function or not. However, although he attempted to benefit from the image for activation of 

background knowledge this did not result in actual help for comprehension. This is evidence that 

awareness of how to explore an illustration for comprehension assistance is not enough, as 

illustrations must mirror the content of the texts for efficient support. The ambiguity of the 

illustrations came up in a few reports, as the following paragraphs show.  
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P11 10:00 said that the illustrations "didn't help me very much". She paused and laughed. She then 

continued in reference to the illustration in Figure 18: "For example, this one. I don't think it helped 

me to understand the text". The text this respondent is referring to is divided into two parts. The first 

part is about how the school year in the USA relates to the seasons of the year. The second part is 

about the educational degrees and the age/level divisions. Arguably, a visual representation of these 

themes is challenging due to their abstract nature (cf. Sadoski, 2005). At the same time, an image 

where students dubiously look at Rosa does not seem to anticipate the theme of the texts in any way. 

Perhaps more obvious pictorial information such as how the different seasons affect the surroundings 

of the school, the schoolyard covered in snow with students wishing 'happy holidays' might have been 

more useful. Still, even with likely-to-be more helpful images, on its own, visual information seems to 

be inescapably limited for comprehension assistance. 

 

 

 

Figure 18 The dubious image in the reading section in Unit 3. 

 

Reports showed that interpreting the image before reading the text could even be misleading, as the 

visual input could lead to thinking about one scenario that did not necessarily match the text but was 

still coherent with the image. Four participants said that a plausible interpretation of the illustration 

could only be given after reading the text (P02, P03, P04, P19). For example, P03 explained that when 
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she looked at the illustration (see Figure 19) of two girls hugging at the porch, she thought it was 

depicting a visit, which is a reasonable way of interpreting it. However, the text is informing learners 

about the differences between Brazilians and Americans. The image is meant to depict the Brazilian 

character (dark hair) meeting her American roommates for the first time and hugging them. 

 

 

 

Figure 19 The ambiguous text illustration in the reading section in Unit 1. 

 

 

A few participants said that only after having read or started reading the text did they benefit from 

the image, as an endorsement of the content. For example, P04 said that he only looked at the image 

in moments of difficulty, for comprehension support, that is, after having engaged in reading. P02 

35:00 said: “After I had started understanding the text … the context, I looked at the image... ‘Ooh 

yeah, indeed he’s cleaning over there, the kids are organising the toys' … I tried to read and then 

looked ‘ooh that's it’". P02 said this when prompted with the image and text in Figure 20.  
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Figure 20 The text and the illustration in the reading section in Unit 6. 

 

In a nutshell, although learners considered the image made reading more inviting, which was 

important for motivational purposes, and a few of them were able to make some use of the illustration 

for comprehension assistance while or after reading, activation of background knowledge–important 

for lower-level learners (Hammadou, 1991)–did not occur. Part of the reason why this did not occur 

was that learners did not realise they could have done that, which, perhaps, could have been easily 
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sorted with a short sentence inviting learners to look at the image before reading. However, even 

amongst the few who attempted to benefit from the image for anticipation of background knowledge, 

reports showed that predicting text content based on an image can be very misleading because of the 

different interpretations it allows. In the classroom, teachers can usually help learners to anticipate 

text content (or vocabulary) drawing on the visual input of a text, but this is only because the teachers 

read the text first. In self-access materials, where learners are on their own, a different and explicit 

approach must be employed, one to guide learners towards not only observing the image, but also 

making the right interpretation of it. Like with the image, the benefits of the audio tool were also 

hindered by learners' lack of familiarity with this type of material and the materials’ lack of instruction 

about how and why to use it. This is presented next. 

 

5.6.7 Learners’ perspective on the audio tool  

Data analysis showed learners used the audio tool very little or not at all. The few who did, when they 

did, aimed at pronunciation practice. P04 39:00 and P10 17:00 were not sure whether they had 

noticed it before I asked. Other reasons for not listening to the texts included time constraints (for 

example, P07 14:00), lack of interest in the audio input (for example, P26 11:00), preference for using 

the hardcopy of the material as opposed to accessing it on the CD-ROM (for example, P02 34:00), 

technical issues attributed to the CD-ROM (for example, P19 19:00), feeling put off by the hassle of 

playing the CD-ROM compared to the more straightforward access on the hardcopy or Moodle (for 

example P16, 17:00).  

 

P26 9:00 said that she was not interested in the audio tool. She explained that, after reading the texts 

for comprehension, she read the texts out loud and practised pronunciation recording her own 

reading, but not listening to the audio tool. When asked whether listening to the text could have 

improved comprehension, P21 seemed surprised and explained that she did not consider this. She 

seemed rather sceptical of this possibility. For her, the audio tool could only possibly improve 

pronunciation. Still, she did not think it could make a real difference: 

 

 Speaking skills are great, cool, but speaking is the most difficult part of the language, I 

 never bothered to learn the oral skills (…) it isn’t me, who, in a distance-learning   

    course, in one semester, will learn how to speak English. (P21 25:00) 

 

P21 claimed that she was being realistic and that reading is the only skill she was likely to improve. 

Her comments also denote the drawbacks of self-access learning as there is hardly any opportunity 
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for oral interaction. She added that she “loved” CaG because it was about reading but the audio tool 

had simply no use for her. Likewise, P05 13:00 did not see a reason to use the audio tool. He said: "my 

objective (...) was the reading part (...) listening and speaking are more complex than reading and 

writing”, which suggests he also perceived the audio tool only as an opportunity to practice 

pronunciation, but since this was not part of his objective, he completely dismissed it. Similarly, P23 

was also critical of the efficiency of the audio tool for learning pronunciation. For instance, P23 

reasoned that the learning that might result from their effort to learn the pronunciation of words 

(through the audio tool) did not receive any feedback or was used in any way, since there was no 

opportunity for interaction to allow her to identify and improve problems in her output. 

 

P08 and P11 also only considered the audio tool as input to practice pronunciation. They reported that 

after silently reading the text for comprehension, they sometimes read the texts out loud and 

mimicked the voice actor. Taking into account that knowing how to pronounce a word is part of 

knowing a word, focusing on pronunciation while listening might have led to some increase in P08 and 

P11's vocabulary depth (Nation, 2001).  

 

For P06 15:00 the audio tool was too difficult to follow. She explained: “it ran over my thinking a little 

bit, the audio, it mixed my understanding of the text with my understanding of pronunciation (…) that 

was strange for me, not comfortable.” P06’s description indicates her reading fluency rate was not in 

synchrony with the narration speed rate, as she struggled to match the sequences of sound with her 

comprehension of the written words. This is not surprising, particularly because, at an initial level, 

learners need a slower pace for comfortable, meaning-focused listening (Field, 2008; Chang & Read, 

2006) and no careful consideration was given to matters of intonation, pace or clarity when recording 

the texts (as explained in section 5.4). This suggests that particularly in contexts where there is less 

control over target learners' levels, oral renditions of texts might need to be designed with a control 

button (for pausing and speed managing) for it to be an effective tool.  

 

It became clear from learners' reports that they were not used to LWR as an instructional practice. 

They considered that an oral rendition of a text could only possibly promote pronunciation practice 

but, given the little exposure and actual practice (output production) they did not consider it would 

significantly improve pronunciation. The following section compares the literature-based evaluation 

and the learners-based evaluation about CaG.  
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5.7 Discussion  

This section shows in what ways the information gained from addressing the learners provided a more 

complete account of how CaG impacted them. It presents the findings that emerged as a result of the 

data analysis.  

 

5.7.1 Learners' perception of efficient reading  

In the literature-based evaluation of CaG, a few concerns were raised with regard to whether the title 

'catching a glimpse' would hinder learners' comprehension of the nature of the section. It became 

clear, from learners' reports, that they understood CaG was a reading section and that they had no 

difficulties in responding to it. As predicted, the default structure involving an image, title and text is 

self-explanatory and the natural response to it is the same as when exposed to any text: read.  

 

The literature-based evaluation presumed that because there was no learning task related to CaG and 

that reading processing was likely to be fluent (because the texts were simplified), learners would read 

with a less intensive-based (Renandya, 2017; Freeman, 2014) and lean towards a more global 

comprehension approach (Watkins, 2018b). Indeed, learners' reports confirmed that reading was not 

difficult and that the absence of a task positively impacted their experience in the sense that they did 

not feel pressured to meet a specific level of comprehension, learn specific content, or get an answer 

right. Just reading for the information (or entertainment) is not, however, what learners want the 

most from instructional materials. In terms of the authenticity of the learning environment, learners 

expect a more imposed reading style. In this sense, data analysis revealed that when it comes to texts 

in self-access language learning materials, reading with a conscious language learning attitude is also 

natural. This explains the way participants used the glossary and (to a minor extent) the audio tool as 

part of their vocabulary learning strategies but not so much for comprehension support. In an attempt 

to authenticate their experience, participants engaged in an intensive reading approach (Brumfit, 

1984), searching for word meaning, translating and practising (or paying attention to) pronunciation. 

This also explains interviewees' views that a follow-up activity would have improved learning because 

of the added pressure to read and get an answer right, even though they perceived 'just reading' as 

more enjoyable.  

 

This behaviour could be explained on the basis of what learners have (most probably) previously 

experienced (Freeman, 2014; Maley & Prowse, 2013) but also because, as data analysis showed, there 
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is a prejudice against just reading because the learning that occurs from it is not as verifiable as, for 

example, testing word meaning. Tests and activities provide a sense of effectiveness when learners 

get answers right. Learners' approach to the texts in CaG was determined by their wish to make 

learning a more obvious outcome of their reading experience, and an intensive approach (Brumfit, 

1984) to the texts revealed to be their natural response. Because the texts in CaG were designed to 

be read in a specific way, the affordances of the texts should have been made clear. Perhaps as 

opposed to providing no instruction and assuming learners' only natural response would be to read 

for general comprehension, if learners had received guidance to read for global comprehension, they 

might have perceived this as a legitimate response to the text. Particularly because this is a self-access 

material where the way learners engage with a given input cannot be predicted, providing guidance, 

information on how and why to read is needed.  

 

Moreover, data analysis showed most learners feel the need to have more concrete evidence of their 

learning progress. In this sense, whilst the original intention of CaG was to promote a moment of 

reading for the information, opportunities for testing and/or practising both the language and the 

information in the text would have positively impacted the majority of the learners who had this need 

for a more deliberate attention to the language used. This is different from what traditional materials 

(Freeman, 2014) have delivered though. This should be about providing learners with optionality and 

a rationale for the options. An alternative for the global-comprehension approach to which the text 

was originally developed. This would legitimise 'just reading' as a good learning practice but also 

provide opportunities for extra practice for learners to self-manage their learning.  

 

5.7.2 Learners' perception of relevant content 

When considering the content of the texts, the literature-based evaluation raised concerns about the 

information being bland, sanitised and portraying idealised views of the USA (Masuhara et al., 2008), 

neglecting the role of materials towards social transformation and not raising awareness of important 

issues (Banegas & Castro, 2016; Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2013; Akbari, 2008a). In this sense, from a 

critical pedagogy perspective, the content in CaG missed on relevance and resulted in a simplified 

(often stereotypical) version of the real world. Learners, however, were not surprised or offended by 

the focus on the USA.  On the contrary, this is what most of them expect from an English learning 

material. Although some also wish there was information about other countries, they mostly (the 

exception was P21) referred to places where English is the L1. This shows that most of the participants 

addressed believe that native English-speaking countries, and consequently, native English speakers 

have a more legitimate role in English language materials. This shows that it is important to include 
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more varied cultures and peoples in materials as a way of raising learners' awareness of the global 

spread of English and of the role of English as a lingua franca, which may very well become their 

reasons for using English.  

 

Besides that, the value attributed to local materials due to their increased freedom and awareness to 

address content that is part of the target learners’ immediate cultural, economic and political context 

(Bao 2016a, 2016b; Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018) was not particularly missed by the participants in 

this research. In part, this seems to be the case because they perceive American culture as an integral 

part of Brazilian culture. It is not necessarily a part of the culture they particularly relate with, but it is 

not questionable as familiar. Also, most interviewees felt that the information in the texts was 

relevant. Particularly in comparison to the fictional nature of the story in the animated episodes AAY 

(further discussed in chapter 6), the factual information in CaG was perceived as potentially useful in 

a future visit to an English-speaking country. The fact that learners preferred the information in the 

texts over the story in AAY stresses the finding that learners' main interest in materials is not 

entertainment, but making the best of their time to learn things that are or might become relevant 

because of who they want to become as English speakers.  

 

It has been consistently argued in the literature that learner training and instruction on how to learn 

should feature in self-access materials (Hubbard, 2013, 2009; Mishan, 2012; Cooker, 2010). These 

recommendations are concerned with the need to provide learners with the awareness that will allow 

them to take control of their learning in an efficient way. However, values (cultural information) that 

materials promote or validate are often missed out in evaluations which are often much more 

concerned with SLA-based criteria. This is particularly important because learners reported that 

information read in the texts could inform their future behaviour. This is evidence that they accepted 

the information read in CaG as truths. In the case of English M1, this is problematic because a few 

participants said that they became aware that Americans do not usually hug, treating it as factual and 

generalisable truth, because of the text in unit 1 (No hugging, please).  

 

Considering any self-access material and the fact that self-access learners have no one to amend 

misleading or wrongly interpreted information, materials should contain guidance and support also in 

regards to the information (values, culture) they disseminate. This is because materials have a 

responsibility to not only deliver content that aims at fair representations (such as avoiding negative 

stereotypes), but also combining such information with means through which learners can be more 

critical about it and less likely to interpret things in inadequate ways. Perhaps conducting learners 
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towards the partiality of whatever is being portrayed with side notes in learners' L1 since this is a 

material for beginners would help prevent wrong interpretation. At the same time, this might provide 

material writers with more freedom to delve into more sensitive but interesting content as learners 

would have a straightforward resource to adjust their interpretation. The following sections discuss 

how learners engaged with the glossary, the audio tool and the illustrations.  

 

5.7.3 Discussing learners' response to the glossary 

It had been assumed, based on the literature, that the L2-L1 glossary in CaG would straightforwardly 

assist learners' comprehension when needed (Varol & Erçetin, 2019; Cheng & Good, 2009). This was 

based on the premise that learners would read for a global comprehension of the text and therefore 

would only want to resort to the glossary when in need of comprehension assistance. However, 

learners checked the word translations on the glossary as a vocabulary learning strategy which is not 

the most efficient vocabulary learning strategy. The very presence of the glossaries legitimised word-

meaning search (Extensive Reading Foundation, 2011), motivating focus on the individual meaning of 

words and hindering the development of reading skills, such as dealing with a certain level of 

ambiguity and ignoring unknown words. This is evidence that as a reading section in a self-access 

material, learners should have been told about the affordances of the L2-L1 glossary, that is, to 

straightforwardly provide word meaning for situations in which readers felt that comprehension was 

difficult. Besides that, because for most learners reading comprehension was easy rather than difficult 

and the objective of CaG was to motivate reading for global comprehension, a glossary should 

probably not have been part of this reading section. 

 

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge learners' wish to learn vocabulary as an outcome of 

reading as they perceive it as a more efficient use of their time. For those willing to engage with the 

text beyond the original global comprehension approach for which it was designed, reading sections 

in self-access materials should provide learners with vocabulary-learning efficient glossaries, such as 

combining visual and written information (Ramezanali & Faez, 2019; Abraham, 2008; Yoshii & Flaitz, 

2002).  

 

5.7.4 Discussing the findings related to the audio tool  

It was expected that the lack of awareness of the potential benefits of listening while reading might 

put learners off it (Bao & Shang, 2018). Learners' reports confirmed both predictions. Not being able 

to recognize the potential pedagogical affordances of the audio tool led learners to ignore it and the 
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few who used it, did so for pronunciation practice, which was not a particularly efficient strategy.  In 

the classroom, the teacher would guide the listening while reading practice (perhaps even explain the 

benefits of doing so). Self-access materials, however, must provide learners with information about 

the affordances of the material and, particularly in the case of an oral rendition, which data analysis 

has suggested to be very unfamiliar to learners, provide a rationale to how or why it can benefit 

comprehension. Also confirming previous studies (as in Chang & Read, 2006), the fast wpm rate 

hindered learners' engagement with the oral tool and the likelihood that it would assist with 

comprehension and language learning gains. Providing learners with control over the speech rate 

would have optimized the chances of a more positive engagement.  

 

5.7.5 Discussing the findings related to the illustration 

The literature-based evaluation predicted that the lack of guidance about the affordances of the visual 

input and explicit information about how it linked with the text would greatly compromise the benefits 

of the illustration beyond an aesthetic role (Lin & Hsieh, 2018; Luo & Lin, 2017). Learners' reports 

showed this to be the case. In self-access materials, learners' attention must be conducted towards 

processing the visual input for it to offer content-prediction support and not only visual attractiveness. 

Besides that, because images can be ambiguous and self-instructed learners do not have a teacher to 

help direct interpretation, illustrations that closely mirror the content of the text and contain clear 

and explicit information about how they relate to the text (perhaps as a side note) are more likely to 

assist reading comprehension.  

 

Because what is learned in an evaluation can be used constructively in future materials design (Mishan 

& Timmis, 2015), the next section concludes with a few pedagogical implications concerning reading 

sections, glossaries, audio tools and illustrations in self-access materials for low-level learners. 

 

5.8 Conclusion and pedagogical implications 

Learners read the texts. Reading is a minimal condition for learning development to take place. 

Learners' reasons for reading the texts in CaG included both learning to read and reading to learn. 

They involved both top-down and bottom-up skills. It is not possible to measure the extent to which 

participants became better readers, but "becoming a good reader requires reading a lot and reading 

often. There are simply no shortcuts" (Grabe et al., 2018). Therefore, it is possible to conclude that 

learners became better readers in English as a result of reading in CaG. It is evident, however, that 
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their reading experience could have been more efficient in many aspects. Based on what has been 

found about learners' preferences and learning views, a few pedagogical implications are proposed.  

 

1. Self-access materials should provide learners with information that corroborates the benefits 

of meaning-focused reading (such as the benefits of ER), reassuring them of the role of 'just' 

reading (that is, reading for general comprehension) for language learning and L2 reading skills 

development. 

2. Reading materials designed for global comprehension are more likely to trigger this type of 

reading if not delivering a glossary, particularly if the text was adjusted to learners' level.  

3. Learners should be informed of the role of glossaries in light of the affordances of how it was 

designed, such as to quickly assist readers with word meaning and minimally disrupt reading.  

4. Reading materials for self-access learners should provide optional materials containing 

opportunities for intentional vocabulary learning. For instance, glossaries can be designed 

with visual information (Sadoski & Paivio, 2001). 

5. Self-access materials should provide learners with vocabulary learning strategies that they can 

make use of when reading. 

6. Reading materials should contain illustrations. Text illustrations should contain clear 

information on how they anticipate text content if the objective is that they activate 

background knowledge. With low-level learners such clarity might be dependent on the use 

of learners' L1 (as will later be discussed in chapter 7). For instance, questions/guidelines on 

the margin pointing towards the visuals and specific parts of the text.  

7. Reading materials with an oral rendition should provide information concerning the potential 

benefits of listening while reading and guidance on how to do it. Oral renditions should be 

designed with control buttons for pause and speed rate.  

  

To conclude, this chapter has shown that learners have a number of reading- and learning-related 

beliefs that are not particularly true or likely to be beneficial. Self-access materials need to provide 

learners with guidance on the different uses of the features that are made available to them as well 

as a rationale about the potential benefits and/or impact these uses can have. This is needed not only 

to provide learners with a chance to learn better and make efficient use of their time but also to allow 

them to make their own choices. This is not just because learners may lack the necessary knowledge 

to make good choices (Bao & Shang, 2018; Tomlinson, 2011; Stubbé & Theunissen, 2008), but also 

because they do not want to spend time on something they do not perceive as learning-efficient.  

There is a need for effectiveness which is directly related to their willingness to access/do something 
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much more than a sense of pleasure, entertainment. In a number of ways, the findings presented in 

the next chapter (Chapter 6) endorse the findings discussed in this chapter. Chapter 6 is concerned 

with the animated episodes All About You. 
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Chapter 6: The Animated Episodes All About You 

 

6. Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the animated episodes All About You (AAY) and addresses its effect on 

learners' motivation to learn English. As explained in section 4.3, a lot of money, time and effort were 

invested on AAY. Finding out whether it turned out to be as engaging as expected (and why or how) is 

the main reason why it was chosen for evaluation. As with the other aspects about English M1 chosen 

for evaluation, AAY is evaluated twice. First, a literature-based evaluation raises hypotheses about 

how learners are likely to have engaged with it (Mukundan et al., 2011). As a post-use evaluation 

(Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018; Jolly & Bolitho, 2011), the second evaluation is based on learners' 

feedback and the specificities of who they are. The structure of this chapter is similar to the structure 

of the other evaluation chapters. It begins with a literature review about the use of videos for language 

learning purposes. There is also a discussion about the L2 Motivational Self-System (Dörnyei, 2009, 

2005) as this theoretical concept is congruent with how AAY, particularly the character Rosa, aimed at 

motivating learners. Subsequently, AAY is described. The two evaluations are presented and followed 

by a discussion which compares both evaluations. The conclusion presents what has been learned 

from this evaluation and what pedagogical implications can be drawn from it. 

 

6.1 The fun and the learning attributed to videos 

Videos have become integral to language education. There can be little doubt that videos can be fun, 

engaging and positively impact learners’ experiences (Bajrami & Ismaili, 2016; Goodwyn, 2004; 

Canning-Wilson, 2000). Thornbury (2013) referred to TV drama as potentially engaging because of the 

density of the narrative, to an extent that viewers get to know the characters. Generally speaking, the 

development of multiple on-demand streaming platforms has made drama series one of the most 

popular types of video-watching (Ruddick, 2017). Drama series often have a longer storyline that links 

one episode to the other, settings are often realistic and provide a window into how things occur in 

the real world (Sherman, 2003). The fun and motivation to watch TV-Drama have been greatly 

associated with binge-watching (Starosta & Izydorczyk, 2020; Panda & Pandey, 2017).  

 

Besides entertainment, drama series can also lead to language learning (Lin, 2014; Thornbury, 2013). 

It is commonly agreed that drama series (or videos in general) are a rich source of contextualized 
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linguistic and non-linguistic aspects of language use (Bauer, 2014; Karakaş & Sarıçoban, 2012; South 

et al., 2008; Yanchar, 2005). Such richness of context provides both bottom-up affordances (such as 

the voabulary used) and opportunities for top-down processing (such as applying background 

knowledge to help process a text), both needed to promote adequate language production and 

comprehension (Celce-Murcia, 2016). For language learning to take place, audiovisual input is often 

approached in a learning-oriented way, as discussed next.  

 

6.2 Pedagogical use of videos in ELT settings   

Although videos have been used without a specific language learning agenda, simply as a for-fun 

activity, generally speaking, video-watching in the ELT classroom often serves a specific pedagogical 

purpose (Goldstein & Driver, 2015). Authors agree on the main ways of using videos in the language 

classroom (Donaghy & Whitcher, 2015; Goldstein & Driver, 2015; Willis, 1983). One of them is the use 

of video for its functional language content, where the focus is on the language used and not on the 

images. Another way of using videos is for skills practice, mainly listening comprehension. A third 

option is videos as a resource, a means of instruction, not necessarily language learning, but learning 

of the general context presented in the video. And finally, videos can engage interest, work as a 

stimulus to accomplish other tasks, such as discussing a topic or writing a text, in which case the visuals 

are likely to be considered just like the language.  

 

Approaches to video use can be organised in pre-viewing, while-viewing and post-viewing tasks 

(Goldstein & Driver, 2015; Sherman 2003). These can be done through showing learners stills of the 

video or smaller sequences, describing the visuals, exploring cultural aspects through identifying 

specific behaviours, encouraging critical thinking about stereotyped representations, gap-filling the 

scripts and others. Despite the richness of the tasks, it has been convincingly argued that learners 

should not feel overloaded when watching (Goldstein & Driver, 2015). If they have to contrive their 

watching experience to an extent that they cannot enjoy it for what it is, that is, the watching of a 

story, the fun traditionally associated with videos might be jeopardized. Finally, videos should be used 

for meaningful and contextualised use of the content, as a springboard for the execution of another 

task, as opposed to deliberately, or only, focusing on grammar, vocabulary and overall language skills 

(Goldstein & Drive, 2015).  

In the classroom, the success of these recommendations depends greatly on the teacher knowing their 

learners' preferences and needs and conducting learners' response to the video on the fly. In self-

access materials this type of tailoring is unlikely, which places extra emphasis on the quality of the 
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content of the video and the approach suggested to it. One aspect often associated with good practice 

in the use of videos in ELT settings are captions, as discussed next. 

6.3 Captioned videos in ELT environments 

Captions are on-screen L2 texts that synchronously accompany the moving images in videos (Peters 

et al., 2016; Montero Perez et al., 2013). Eye-tracking research has shown that captions are read 

automatically when viewers engage in captioned audiovisual input (Montero Perez et al., 2015; Winke 

et al., 2013). Studies conducted in varying scenarios (such as learners at different levels, varying 

caption types) have identified improved motivation, comprehension and learning gains in learners 

who watched captioned videos. At the same time, processing captioned videos can be very difficult 

for learners, especially beginners, who may have limited language knowledge to automatically process 

the information, as discussed next. 

 

6.3.1 Low level learners and captioned videos 

Existing studies have raised two situations in which the use of captions could cognitively overload 

learners. One scenario refers to lower-level learners or bad readers (especially in countries where 

captioned videos are not common) who may find it difficult to follow the reading and/or listening 

speed and process the visual information at the same time (Vanderplank, 2016, 1990, 1988; Danan, 

2004). This is likely to lead them into focusing on decoding the linguistic input and not so much on the 

message (Herron et al., 2002) or the video and image (Sydorenko, 2010; Chai & Erlan, 2008; Caimi, 

2006), and consequently, hinder understanding of the gist of the video (Peters et al., 2016). 

There are also situations when the language used is not adapted to learners’ level (Neuman & 

Koskinen, 1992). In Hsieh (2019), although the videos were considered only slightly beyond the 

participants' level (low intermediate), this was believed to be one of the reasons why the captions 

were not enough to support comprehension. In light of these concerns, it seems reasonable to say 

that either a minimum language competency or careful matching of competency level and linguistic 

difficulty are needed for captioning benefits to occur (Peters et al., 2016; Montero Perez et al., 2013; 

Taylor, 2005; Danan, 2004). In other words, captioned videos are only beneficial when the cognitive 

load of speech and on-screen text correspond to learners' proficiency level (Gass et al., 2019; Montero 

Perez et al., 2013). As discussed before in regards to reading (section 5.2.2), for low level learners only 

using authentic video material could be problematic. The following section discusses some of the 

conditions that have been found to enhance learners' experience when watching captioned 

audiovisual materials.  
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6.3.2 Designing captioned videos for instructional purposes 

Evidence suggests that fully captioned as compared to non-captioned video leads to better content 

comprehension (Wang, 2019; Sydorenko, 2010; Guichon & McLornan, 2008; Danan, 2004; Markham, 

1999; Baltova, 1999). The most likely explanation for this is that captions provide speech stream 

segmentation and word boundaries (Winke et al., 2010; Chai & Erlam, 2008; Bird & Williams, 2002; 

Markham, 1999), which help learners process spoken and written words more deeply and become 

more engaged with video content (Sydorenko, 2010). It has been found that a combination of visual 

input and L2 captions is particularly beneficial for lower levels (for comprehension and learning 

vocabulary) when the images closely resemble the verbal information (as a paraphrase) and the 

captions repeat the audios (Peters et al., 2016; Bianchi & Ciabattoni, 2008; Sydorenko, 2010). Other 

aspects must also be observed, such as level appropriate speech rate, length, registers and number of 

speakers (Bianchi & Ciabattoni, 2008; Guichon & McLornan, 2008; Caimi, 2006). Repeated word 

encounters and extensive watching have also been found to enhance viewers’ learning experience 

when watching captioned videos (Teng, 2020, 2018; Peters et al., 2016; Markham & Peter, 2003; 

Markham et al., 2001). 

 

There is also evidence to suggest that captions also enhance vocabulary acquisition (Wang, 2019a; 

Teng, 2019b, 2019c, 2018; Peters & Webb, 2018; Montero Perez et al., 2014; Winke et al., 2010; 

Danan, 2004; Bird & Williams, 2002) particularly on written-form recognition (ability to identify the 

correct target form) and word recall (ability to supply the meaning of a target word) and slightly less 

so on oral recognition (Montero Perez et al., 2013). Captions assist speech learning by indicating which 

words (and hence sounds) are being spoken (Mitterer & McQueen, 2009). This is the case because in 

coordinating visual and auditory domains, captioned videos allow learners to visualize what they hear 

(word forms), increase depth of processing and reinforce form-sound and form-meaning links (Teng, 

2019a, 2019b, 2018; Peters & Webb, 2018; Vanderplank, 2016).  

The use of attention-enhancing techniques and pre-watching activities that elicit viewers' background 

knowledge of both language and content (as seen for reading comprehension in section 5.1.2) 

(Vanderplank, 2016; Goldstein & Driver, 2015; Montero Perez et al., 2015) can undoubtedly optimize 

the positive impact of captioned videos. For example, asking participants to link episodic pictures to 

their corresponding captions improved general comprehension of the video and increased word 

encounter (Teng, 2020). In Montero Perez et al. (2015), the announcement of an after-viewing 

vocabulary test before the watching of the clips resulted in slightly better meaning recall than not 
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knowing about the test. This awareness encouraged a deliberate attempt to learn, which resulted in 

deeper semantic processing (Hulstijn, 2001). This highlights the importance of motivating learners to 

guess word meaning (based on the contextual clues) when watching fully captioned videos for the 

learning of word meaning to take place. Learners' deliberate attempts to guess word meaning, 

however, are only likely to work if other conditions are also met, such as learners' vocabulary size 

being enough for a comfortable comprehension of most of the other words in the input (Nation, 2001). 

A takeaway from this is that for low-level learners, simplified audiovisual material is more likely to lead 

to vocabulary learning gains. 

 

Differences between full and keyword captions have also been addressed on their impact on 

vocabulary learning and comprehension. For instance, keyword captions resulted in better word form 

recognition than full captions, but comprehension was similar (Montero Perez et al., 2015). This was 

because learners' gaze duration on the target words lasted longer in the keyword captions than in the 

full captioning mode. However, when viewing clips twice the difference identified in the form 

recognition tests were minimized (Montero Perez et al., 2014), which suggests that two viewings 

significantly enhance word form gains on full captions. This was thought to be the case because after 

having watched full caption videos once for global comprehension, when watching again, learners' 

working memory is freer to process more detailed information, including noticing unknown words. 

This suggests that for learning purposes, watching videos more than once can be significantly more 

effective than watching just once.   

 

Another feature that has led to positive gains is glossing. Montero Perez et al. (2018) tested the effect 

of key word captions with glossed words. Glosses consisted of L1 translation at the centre of the screen 

retrieved at the tap of the space bar immediately pausing the video. The video only resumed when 

learners tapped the space bar again. Learners had full control of when and for how long they would 

access the gloss. This control is believed to have enhanced the quality of participants' attention in 

comparison to the full captioning mode, resulting in better form recognition and meaning recall. This 

suggests that combining glosses and captions is likely to lead to an initial but important form-meaning 

connection towards the learning of new words. In Hsieh (2019), learners received glossed full captions 

but the pace was system-controlled and the results were not as positive as in Montero Perez et al. 

(2018). This is believed to be the case because full captions plus target word glosses led to a large 

amount of text at one time. Furthermore, not being able to control the pace of the video decreased 

even more learners' chances of processing this information. As a consequence, viewers did not 

allocate as much attention to the form of the words. Viewers’ freedom to administer the information 
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load, develop and confirm interpretations, make new connections, all at their own pace has been 

consistently associated with better information processing, increased learners’ perceived self-efficacy 

and performance (Mills et al., 2004; Shea, 2000) particularly in questions that require analysis, 

synthesis or evaluation (Mills et al., 2004). 

 

In sum, there is overall agreement that L2 captions, learner control over the speech rate, attention 

enhancing techniques, easy and comfortable processing of the speech in captioned videos and 

extensive exposure (including repeated words) are necessary characteristics for both improved 

comprehension and vocabulary gains. Naturally, enhanced comprehension and more effective 

vocabulary learning also contribute towards learners' preference for watching videos with captions 

(Chai & Erlam, 2008; Danan, 2004) and a more motivated learning attitude. Evidence suggests that 

learners tend to believe that captions are efficient tools to promote L2 learning (Chai & Erlan, 2008). 

However, these findings need to be considered with caution as, in what comes to lexical acquisition, 

moving from no knowledge to form recognition, meaning recognition, meaning recall and actually 

internalizing a word to an extent that learners will produce it in a communicative scenario is a long 

way (Teng, 2018; Vanderplank, 2016; Nation, 2001). Another aspect that needs to be considered when 

working with videos in ELT is content, as discussed in the following section.  

 

6.4 Content relevant videos in language learning 

Teachers, or school administrators (perhaps different from coursebook critics, or SLA experts who may 

actually expect otherwise) have made the valid point that, in assuming the status of a language 

learning material, videos designed for instructional purposes are expected to avoid blandness in the 

way topics are presented, which bears no impact on learners (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2013; Leather, 

2003). At the same time, designers are often expected to be aware of potentially sensitive and 

controversial subjects (such as the so-called PARSNIP topics, which stands for Politics, Alcohol, 

Religion, Sex, Narcotics, Isms and Pork) (Galloway, 2017; Thornbury, 2010; Akbari, 2008a, 2008b). 

Careful consideration of the content is important because materials reflect the views and values of a 

certain society, therefore, they should avoid stereotypes (such as oversimplification or distortion of 

information), inaccurate representations of the real world and contribute towards mutual 

understanding on a global level (Bao, 2016a, 2016b). Adequate cultural content is also a way of 

authenticating (through providing relevant information) and humanizing (through raising socially 

relevant awareness) the learning experience, as opposed to making it only about the language system, 

or commodifying English, that is, valuing it only for the economic ascension it may bring to the 

individual and not also for the greater access to information and knowledge it might bring (Jeyaraj & 



 

Chapter 6 The animated episodes All About You 

 116 

Harland, 2014; Gray, 2010).  

Critical pedagogy has rightly attributed to input an importance that goes beyond language learning. It 

advocates for an English teaching (and consequently, the content used when teaching) that also aims 

at social transformations, particularly concerning raising awareness of the existing inequalities in 

different areas such as marginalized groups (Banegas & Castro, 2016; Akbari, 2008a, 2008b; 

Canagarajah, 2005). For instance, it has been considered good practice to use learners' knowledge 

through promoting the discussion/learning of topics they can relate to; explore learners' values, 

conceptualisations and real-life concerns, their culture as well as other non-native English cultures; 

motivate them to add a personal level to the interpretation of information; show open views about 

events in a way that no ideology is imposed; create engaging, credible characters, that appear to be 

real in their appearances, behaviours, viewpoints and personalities, to name a few (Bao, 2016a, 

2016b; Akbari, 2008a, 2008b). 

However, material designers often end up avoiding exciting topics (Leather, 2003), portraying the 

world as one heterogeneous global culture (Leather, 2003) and romanticizing the world (Banegas, 

2011) in order to avoid decreasing the prospect of sales or even cultural harm. Consequently, the 

cultural topics in materials often fail to help learners to develop cultural awareness (Tomlinson & 

Masuhara, 2013). Materials tend to have highly selective representations of a globalised world 

portrayed as always benign (Gray, 2010), idealised views of countries such as the USA (Masuhara et 

al., 2008; Viney, 2007) and underrepresentation of minority groups (such as people with disability). 

Beyond that, the English language is portrayed as equal throughout its many uses and users (Leather, 

2003). 

The responsibility of avoiding (or amending) cultural bias and generating a learning environment that 

motivates learners' critical thinking is put on teachers and their role in (assuming they have the 

freedom to do so) selecting, adapting and/or supplementing content in a context-responsive manner 

(Banegas & Castro, 2016; Jeyaraj & Harland, 2014; Banegas, 2011). This seems reasonable taking into 

account that teachers know their target audience and consequently are more likely to succeed in 

making contextualised solutions and inserting a more socially-relevant and critical approach to 

content. However, in self-access materials (not mediated by a teacher) for low-level learners (with 

limited L2 skills), designing genuinely and intrinsically interesting and relevant cultural content that 

allow critical approaches in language learning is a hard task. Self-access learners may never have a 

chance to amend something that has been wrongly fossilized. To some extent, this seems to justify 

the blandness of content in materials, as this is a way of avoiding complicated topics that might 

disseminate wrong ideas if not appropriately approached or understood. At the same time, not 
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exploring socially relevant subjects might lead to, amongst others, learners' disinterest and a learning 

behaviour that dissociates meaningful use of language and language learning. Besides that, it risks 

neglecting a greater educational commitment of encouraging learners to be more open, curious and 

socially aware people. Relevant content in instructional settings is important also for motivation 

purposes. Considering the importance of motivation in language learning and the fact that triggering 

motivation was the main reason why AAY was designed, the following section discusses motivation in 

language learning.  

 

6.5 Motivation and the L2 Motivational Self System 

This section discusses the L2 motivational Self System theory (Dörnyei, 2009, 2005) as it will later help 

understand the impact of AAY on learners' motivation. As explained at the beginning of this chapter 

(see also section 4.3), a lot of the budget and time for the development of English M1 were spent on 

producing AAY. This was because in language learning, motivation is considered an affective variable 

where positive feelings promote adequate learner attitude (behaviour) that leads to learning 

achievement (Ushioda, 1996) and we believed the episodes would be highly motivating for our target 

learners (or who we assumed they would be in their majority). The sustenance of motivation, 

however, is not a fixed characteristic (Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005). Learning motivation changes over time 

as a response to learners' expectations, self-efficacy beliefs, perception of the learning environment, 

amongst others (Boo et al., 2015; Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011).  

It is possible to understand learners' motivation based on their interest in becoming closer to the 

target language's community in some sort of psychological and emotional identification, which 

Gardner (2001) identified as integrative motivation. Although this type of motivation is still present, 

particularly in EFL settings (Schmitz, 2013; Jenkins, 2007), English use has assumed global dimensions 

(Crystal, 2014) and it is no longer confined to a native geographical area (Dewey, 2019; Dogancy-

Aktuna & Hardman, 2018). As a result, instrumental motivation (pragmatic reasons such as furthering 

careers) and a need/desire to communicate with both native and non-native English speakers are 

more likely to explain learners' motivation to learn English (Alnofaie, 2017; Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011; 

Coetzee-Van Rooy, 2006; Ushioda, 2006; Dörnyei, 2005; Lamb, 2004; Dörnyei & Csizér, 2002). Even 

though English learners tend to sympathize with and relate to the native English language and speaker 

(see, for instance, Rajagopalan, 2020; Barros, 2018; Barcelos, 2003 about Brazilian learners), their 

identity, particularly because of globalization, is a complex, multidimensional construct embedded in 

multilingual and multicultural societies. For this reason, the way they relate to English is more likely 
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to be associated with both international English users and/or members of their own group (Yashima, 

2009; Coetzee-Van Rooy, 2006), and their motivation best understood through considering their own 

self-concept of who they would like to become as L2 speakers (Dörnyei & Csizér, 2002). This posits the 

L2 motivational self-system as a good framework to comprehend what or how learners' motivation 

might be maintained or strengthened. 

 

6.5.1 L2 Motivational Self System theory 

In Dörnyei's (2009, 2005) system there are three motivational dimensions. The first two dimensions 

(or self-guides) are related to motivation that occurs because of imagined future end-states. The third 

one is the motivation that occurs as a result of the learning environment (one's current reality).  

 

(1) The ideal L2 self refers to learners' aim to become like (or speak like) an L2 speaker (which 

could be a native or a non-native speaker, such as a classmate) or achieve the level of 

competence that is desired. It is a positive vision. Becoming the ideal L2 self is the motivating 

element that encourages action towards diminishing the distance between one's current and 

the projected ideal self. Who the ideal L2 self is comes from within the individual. Notions of 

international posture (Yashima, 2009), integrativeness (Ryan, 2009) and positive attitude 

towards the L2 culture and instrumentality (Taguchi et al., 2009) can be related to the ideal 

future L2 self.  

 

(2) The ought-to L2 self refers to the attributes the learners believe they ought to possess (such 

as obligations) in order to avoid possible negative outcomes and a non-desired future self. The 

ought-to L2 self can be gradually internalized and eventually become part of the ideal L2 self, 

achieving more significant levels of motivation.  

 

(3) L2 Learning experience: this refers to the executive motives related to the learning 

environment here and now such as the impact of the teacher or the material. It is the L2 

learning process.  

 

There is supporting evidence that Dörnyei's self-guides can predict intended learning effort 

(Moskovsky et al., 2016; Lamb, 2012). However, a few conditions must be met for learners to actually 

benefit from the idea of an ideal future self and for the intended learning effort to become an actual 

effort (Dörnyei & Kubanyiova, 2014; Dörnyei, 2009, 2005). Learners must believe that the ideal self 

represents a possible achievement and that it is relevant and needed. Who the ideal self is must be as 
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clear as possible. It is also important for learners to have a well-thought-out action plan towards 

becoming the ideal self.  In this sense, Dörnyei's theory is suitable for understanding how AAY might 

have impacted learners' motivation, particularly in regards to the drama-watching experience as a 

learning experience (third dimension) and the character Rosa as an ideal L2 self-image (first 

dimension). The following section describes AAY and, in light of my awareness as an insider in the 

development of this material, it also provides a rationale for the choices made.  

 

6.6 Presenting the animated and sequenced episodes AAY  

AAY is a sequenced and animated drama of 18 episodes to be watched weekly. Although learners are 

not told to proceed this way, it was expected that they would since each episode corresponds to a 

specific unit, and learners were told to access one unit a week. Each episode lasts about 2 minutes 

and contains English captions. The videos can be paused, but there are no control buttons for speed 

rate. As also the case with the reading section CaG, there is no pre, while or after watching activity or 

any type of guidance on how to watch it. 

 

6.6.1 The plot 

The main character is a Brazilian young adult named Rosa. She attends university in Chicago. She 

shares a house with three other girls: Christine, a recently graduated journalist looking for a job, Carly, 

a university student and Amanda, who only appears occasionally. The other characters are Christine’s 

boyfriend, Dube, who works in a pub as a stand-up comedian, Carlton, who is often busy either 

working on part-time jobs (such as waiter), Victor, a medic student, and Billy, from England, a manager 

at his uncles' shop. The episodes take place mainly at Rosa's household and at the pub where Dube 

works (see Figures 21 and 22). Other less frequent settings include the university campus and an 

amusement park. 
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Figure 21 Carly, Rosa and Christine at home. 

 

 

Figure 22 Carlton (the waiter), Rosa, Victor, Billy and Dube. 

 

The storyline is built around Christine and Dube’s relationship. Whilst Christine struggles to find a 

better job as a journalist, Dube enjoys his career as comedian. They get engaged but because Christine 

has to move to New York for work reasons, their relationship ends. In the end, Dube quits his job and 

moves to New York to surprise Christine. As secondary threads, Carly finds Billy annoying mostly 

because of his British accent. Towards the end of the story, they go out on a date. Rosa is in almost all 

episodes. There is not, however, any important event attributed to her (for example, we do not know 
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how she is doing in the university or whether she misses her family in Brazil). Rosa is portrayed as 

always content, friendly and talkative. From the beginning, she adapted pretty easily to her life in 

Chicago. Her housemates and friends enjoy her company. Cultural or language barriers between Rosa 

and the people she interacts with are not present.  

 

Although there is a sequenced thread linking the episodes, they mainly focus on the specificities of 

the scenario they bring. For example, Episode 8 What's in the fridge? begins with Rosa and Carly 

making a grocery list. Then, Rosa is in the supermarket with Dube. They buy things whilst expressing 

food names and quantities. The only reference to the storyline made in this episode is at the very end 

when Dube tells Rosa he is going to propose to Christine. There are, however, sequences of events 

that can only be reasonably understood if episodes are watched in succession. For instance, the first 

episodes show Christine's search for a job. In the sequence, she gets rejected. She applies for other 

positions. She finally receives an offer for a job in New York. It takes a few episodes before she decides 

whether she should accept it or not. Towards the very end of the story she moves to New York because 

she finally decided to take the job.  

 

6.6.2 The rationale underpinning the creation of AAY  

As said before, the main reason AAY was designed was to trigger learners’ interest in the material. We 

assumed AAY would sustain learners' motivation because they would want to know what is going to 

happen in the story and therefore would continue to watch the episodes and, motivated by this, also 

continue to use the material. We also expected that designing AAY without any viewing-related task 

would promote a viewing experience closer to that of watching feature series with focus only on the 

meaning of what is being conveyed, and not on the language used.  

We also assumed that most target learners would be young adults. This was because, originally, 

English M1 was developed for secondary and tertiary level education learners (undergraduates). Living 

abroad, meeting new people, romantic relationships, job searching, chatting at the pub, among 

others, were themes/actions we imagined would be of interest and relatable. Another assumption 

was that most of these learners would want to learn English to study abroad. The character Rosa was 

deliberately created to represent these learners. We considered AAY innovative because the plot is 

sequenced, the script was written with a focus on creating an appealing plot and there are no language 

learning activities related to it. Also, a considerable share of the budget for the development of English 

M1 was invested in the process of animation of the episodes (hiring animators and illustrators), which 

stresses the importance of investigating its efficiency.  
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6.6.3 The voice actors in AAY  

A group of Canadian teachers, in partnership with our project, volunteered to be the voice actors for 

the characters in AAY. Coincidently, there was a Brazilian in their team, so she recorded Rosas’ lines. 

The voice actors did not receive any instructions concerning how they should interpret the lines (such 

as long pauses, reduced speech rate) so the actors had no ‘direction’ as such. 

 

6.6.4 The language used in the episodes 

Although we had every intention to make the language used in the episodes as authentic as possible 

avoiding that the script would look like as if it had been written for teaching purposes, in hindsight I 

can see that we could not help but to use the episodes to, in what we considered a disguised way, 

expose learners to some of the target content.  Because the theme of the episodes was directly related 

to their corresponding unit, the scripts recycled the target vocabulary and structures. For instance, in 

episode 9 Rosa goes shopping for winter clothes. Unit 9 presents content about clothes and seasons 

of the year. Although we aimed at not heavily grading the lines, this was done intuitively and not 

always achieved. Some situations use functional language and attempt to present some naturalistic 

features of everyday speech and contain more realistic lines. See captions in Figures 23 and 24.  

 

 

Figure 23 Rosa and Carly at the pub: naturalistic lines. 
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Figure 24 Christine and Rosa talking about home chores: naturalistic lines. 

 

In other situations, however, the word choices or the syntactical constructions have a clear 

pedagogical purpose and the lines are less natural. For instance, in episode 8, the sequence in which 

Rosa and Carly make a shopping list is flooded with the target vocabulary and structure. At the same 

time, the context (making a shopping list whilst looking at what's in the fridge) makes the extensive 

use of the target language more natural. See below for an extract of the characters' lines: 

 

Rosa:  No, they aren't! Look, there are some potatoes and a few eggs. There is an orange  

cake. Also, there are some oranges and lots of strawberries. In my opinion we… 

Carly:  Yucky! I don't like fruit… we need real food! Let's make a list! Write it down, Rosa:  

cereal and some milk. Also, I want some snacks, crackers and cookies. And there aren't 

chocolate bars! This is terrible! Let's buy some candies and chewing gum. Besides that, we 

need mayo, mustard, ketchup, peanut butter, syrup, a six-pack of soda, bacon, popcorn… 

 

Figure 25 shows a sequence in which the lines seem even less realistic. The content of the conversation 

and the vocabulary used, particularly in Rosa's answers, are directly related to the content of the unit, 

which is family, physical description (appearance) and order of adjectives. 
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Figure 25 Dube asks Rosa about her sister: less realistic lines. 
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The following section evaluates AAY from the perspective of the literature presented and my own 

views as an insider in the development of this material. 

 

6.7 The literature-based evaluation and my reflection as an insider 

As a pre-use evaluation (Mukundan et al., 2011), this section evaluates AAY from the perspective of 

the literature as well as my awareness of how it was meant to impact learners. It begins with 

consideration about how AAY may have contributed to learners' motivation. 

 

6.7.1 AAY as a disguised L2 learning experience  

At first sight and, in comparison with the other sections in English M1, AAY is likely to be the most 

entertaining and engaging section in the material because of how videos, in general, appeal to learners 

(Bajrami & Ismaili, 2016; Goodwyn, 2004; Canning-Wilson, 2000). Furthermore, AAY contains a few of 

the characteristics attributed to drama series (Sherman, 2003): repeated cast and setting and a 

storyline with secondary threads. However, AAY lasts about 90 seconds. The short duration alone is 

detrimental to the development of characters with deep personality traits and a complex plot with 

intricate and surprising twists. Besides that, with one episode a week, learners cannot binge-watch, 

which is a key motivational driver in series watching (Panda & Pandey, 2017). Additionally, watching 

AAY is not the result of choosing something from a varied catalogue.  

 

Essentially AAY has a pedagogic role. The occurrence of unnatural lines (such as Rosa's lines in Figure 

25 above) might have reinforced the perception that watching AAY is a language learning activity. 

Whilst recycling and simplifying the content may be needed since low-level learners do not always 

have the proficiency to deal with more authentic and sophisticated language construction in the L2 

(Gass et al., 2019; Peters et al., 2016; Montero Perez et al., 2013), this also compromises content that 

is genuinely and intrinsically interesting and relevant (Gilmore, 2007). Matching the cognitive load of 

speech and on-screen text to learners' proficiency level seems particularly needed in a self-access 

learning environment. In the classroom, teachers can scaffold the content. If the content is too 

difficult, teachers can teach specific vocabulary. They can lighten the mood so learners do not feel 

demotivated. But in English M1 nothing like this was built in, which, in a way, justifies the use of non-

authentic material (as an alternative for easy-to-process content) for the low-level learners. In 

conclusion, it seems unlikely that the series watching experience in AAY significantly triggered 

learners' motivation because of the limitations identified in it as a drama series. Nevertheless, there 
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are three aspects of the story that might have positively impacted learners' motivation. These aspects 

are discussed next. 

 

6.7.1.1 Rosa as a possible ideal L2 self 

Owing to the fact that Rosa is Brazilian and speaks English fluently, learners might perceive her as an 

ideal L2 self (Dörnyei, 2005): a readily presented image of an attractive and possible future L2 self. 

Besides that, Rosa's Brazilian English is a much more realistic (achievable) model of English than the 

(native) English (Kerr, 2019) spoken by the other characters. Being reasonably able to achieve 

something (in this case, speak like Rosa does) is an important condition for learners to actually benefit 

from the ideal L2 self-notion (Dörnyei, 2005). On the other side, Rosa's communicative skills might be 

perceived as too advanced (as described in section 6.6.1, there are no signs of difficulties in using 

English), at a level that learners might not consider realistic, at least not as an outcome of using English 

M1, which is targeted at beginners and contains no speaking practice. There is a tension between 

Rosa's English as a more realistic model and therefore a possible ideal L2 self and the amount of study 

that learners would have to go through in order to reach Rosa's end-state, which may lead some to 

disregard Rosa as a plausible end-state, in which case, the English she represents would not contribute 

towards a motivated behaviour. This is not to say that Rosa's lines should have been written with 

mistakes. But communication breakdowns, requests for clarification, cultural dissonances, that is, 

evidence that as a Brazilian who just arrived in Chicago she is not (perhaps just yet) at the exact same 

level of communicative competence as her native English speaker friends. And above all, evidence that 

it is okay not to be. This would probably have made Rosa a more relatable ideal L2 speaker.  

 

Other aspects of Rosa's life might represent an ideal future self. These aspects can be connected to 

notions of integrativeness (Ryan, 2009) and attitude towards the L2 culture and instrumentality 

(Taguchi et al., 2009). Rosa studies at a university in the USA. This may be perceived as a guarantee of 

better jobs, which draws on instrumental motives for a motivated learning behaviour (Taguchi et al., 

2009). Rosa's friends are native English speakers. These days, a lot of people move to English speaking 

countries to learn English. Living abroad, as Rosa does, is not something impossible (especially if one 

can afford it). In this sense, for learners who are particularly interested and identify with the native 

world, that is, an integrative orientation, Rosa may represent an ideal future end state. However, to 

other learners, these things may arouse no interest at all. For example, for the users of English M1 

who are at a moment of their lives when living abroad is very unlikely (because of family, permanent 

job, financial constraints), none of this seems desirable or plausible. 
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6.7.1.2 More authenticity in local development 

Taking cultural constraints into account (such as the PARSNIP topics), the recurrent references made 

to drinking alcohol throughout the episodes would have hindered the acceptance of AAY in many 

markets around the world. However, the fact that AAY is developed locally means that more authentic 

decisions could be made as restrictions to content are not based on global demands (Thornbury, 2010; 

Gray, 2000). In Brazil, references to drinking alcohol are culturally accepted. Figure 26 shows two 

scenes in which Rosa and her friends drink beer at the pub. The scenario shows a beer wall. In this 

sense, the authenticity of the context of a pub may have pleased learners on an aesthetic level. 

 

 

 

Figure 26 References to alcohol in AAY. 

 

6.7.1.3 No activities in AAY 

Although using videos for motivational and language learning purposes in instructional environments 

is far from innovative (Goldstein & Driver, 2015), it is often the case that in such environments, video-

watching is accompanied by activities with a pedagogical purpose (Goldstein & Driver, 2015). AAY is 

innovative in the sense that it does not explicitly test learners' comprehension or language gains. Not 

having follow-up activities may have impacted learners in a few ways. First, learners did not have to 

feel the pressure that exists when one has to get an answer right. They could watch the videos only 

considering the meaning of what was going on in the plot. Second, they had some control over the 

scenes as they could pause them or watch the videos again (Panda & Pandey, 2017). This may have 

given learners a chance to try and practice and see that they can watch English videos (at least the 

ones in AAY), and consequently, have their perceived self-efficacy views to understand content in 

English increased (Mills et al., 2004). Also, this might have led learners to watch AAY as a series and 

perhaps enjoy the experience. The following section discusses some potential negative stereotypes in 

the content of AAY.  
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6.7.2 Culture and stereotypes in AAY 

This section identifies events/characteristics in the plot that could negatively impact learners or 

contribute towards negative representations of society. To begin with, the content of the story is 

centred on the American lifestyle with native speakers only (apart from Rosa). Whilst some learners 

might appreciate it because of the traditional prestige attributed to native English particularly in Brazil 

(Barros, 2018; Schmitz, 2013; Jenkins; 2007; Kuo, 2006; Barcelos, 2003; Kirkpatrick & Zhichang, 2002), 

others, more aware of the implications of the global spread of English might find it unappealing, 

perhaps even offensive or alienating (cf. Muyan & Tupaz, 2017; Aliakbari & Monfared, 2014), or simply 

not care at all.  

 

There is an inclusivity issue. All the characters are young adults. The themes and cultural content were 

designed to cater for young adults' interests. This is an issue particularly on the accounts that middle-

aged adult learners are also part of the target audience of English M1. These learners might find it 

hard to relate to the lifestyle portrayed in the narrative, such as home-sharing or early-career issues. 

This might lead them to assume that they should not have opted for English M1 or, worse, that older 

people should not learn an L2. Also, an inclusivity issue, the story does not refer to broader 

representations of sexuality, or race, or social layers (to name a few). For instance, gender is only 

pictured as man and woman and all relationships are heterosexual. Although this could be explained 

on the basis of the limited scope and the need to opt for some themes and not others, making 

absolutely no reference to these groups could be interpreted as negligence or even exclusion rather 

than an aesthetic choice. This raises an alert to the importance of putting greater emphasis on 

evaluating materials from the perspective of the values they promote and validate (as opposed to only 

focusing on SLA principles) because of how important it is to assure materials ethically represent 

society (an argument also raised in section 5.7.2).   

 

Gender-role representations in AAY can also be questioned. The way Dube and Christine relate to each 

other is problematic as Dube is the one making all the decisions. He decides whether to get engaged 

and when and how to propose, he breaks up and later decides to 'save' their relationship. Christine, 

on the other hand, is rather passive. It could be argued that this reinforces stereotyped views of 

women who are not in charge of their own life and abide by a man-oriented society. Furthermore, this 

relationship follows a rather traditional pattern: they are happy, there comes a moment of tension, 

they overcome their issues and live happily ever after. This could be perceived as boring and not 

meaningfully engaging (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2013; Leather, 2003). 
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The character Carly can also be linked with a negatively stereotyped representation. She is the only 

blonde woman in the group and she acts in an idle way (at wake-up time and to clean the house) and 

has an unhealthy diet. Moreover, Carly makes prejudicial comments against Billy's British accent but 

ends up in a romantic relationship with him. Not only does this add negatively to her personality, 

making her look superficial, volatile and silly, this could also lead learners into believing that one 

accent is better or socially more acceptable than the other. Although 'linguistic racism' is very much 

alive (Ro, 2021), in a language learning material this matter should be taken critically and not 

reinforced as a normal practice.  

 

Other issues could also be raised. For instance, the characters look either slim (Rosa, Carly, Christine, 

Carlton and Billy) or strong (Victor and Dube). This is obviously not representative of reality as there 

are many other body types. This could reinforce stereotyped views that looking slim and strong makes 

people more likely to enjoy life with friends, which is what the characters do most of the time. Also, 

the way Rosa connected with her American friends and how she is always happy suggests that studying 

abroad and making new (native speaker) friends, like Rosa did, is something easy. None of this fairly 

represents reality. Another potentially negative representation is Carlton. He is always busy working 

in low-paid jobs whilst the other characters consider him unconventional and suspicious because he 

never has free time. This could be thought of as prejudicial against people who need to work long 

hours and can hardly spend time or money on trivialities.  

 

As part of an instructional material, AAY should not contribute towards stereotypical representations 

(Bao, 2016a, 2016b; Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2013) but raise cultural awareness (Tomlinson & 

Masuhara, 2013), explore real-life concerns and motivate critical-thinking looking into different issues 

through different perspectives (Bao, 2016a, 2016b; Akbari, 2008a, 2008b). At the same time, AAY is 

an animation. As an animation, it is not as realistic as would normally be the case in drama series 

(Sherman, 2003). As an aesthetic genre, it could be argued that representing stereotyped views of 

groups of people makes AAY more authentic because this is often the case with animations. 

Stereotypes are often easily recognisable and this is part of the reason why viewers can relate to and 

enjoy animations. The problem lies, perhaps, in the fact that most of the stereotypes in AAY are the 

negative type and AAY is part of instructional material for self-access, which means learners hardly 

have a chance to repair misunderstandings. This could be potentially harmful, as English M1 users 

might not perceive the wrongness within these representations and assimilate them as adequate, or 

feel personally offended by these characterizations and consequently unmotivated to learn English or 

develop negative feelings towards the (native) speaker of English. This section elicited varied 
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potentially motivating and demotivating aspects in AAY. But besides motivating learning, as part of a 

language learning material, it is also important to consider how AAY might have contributed towards 

learners' learning development. The following section focuses on how likely it is that AAY would have 

promoted language learning.  

 

6.7.3 Language learning and comprehension in AAY   

This section identifies the aspects in AAY that the literature perceives as good practice for 

comprehension assistance and language learning. Because there is evidence that captions are 

automatically read when viewers watch captioned videos (Montero Perez et al., 2015; Winke et al., 

2013), the assumptions made in this section are based on the premise that the participants in this 

study who watched AAY also read the (English) captions.  

 

Brazilians are used to watching subtitled movies/series. As Brazilians, the habit of attending to both 

written (L1 text on the screen) and visual input when watching videos might have helped English M1 

learners who watched AAY to process the dual input (Vanderplank, 2016; Danan, 2004), even though 

the text on screen was in the L2 (captions). Also, because the episodes are fully captioned, learners 

might have had a better processing of spoken discourse (Sydorenko, 2010), comprehension (Wang, 

2019) and vocabulary acquisition, particularly word meaning and written-form recognition (Teng, 

2018; Montero Perez et al., 2013). Also, if learners made use of their control of the play/pause button, 

this might have increased their processing capacity (Wang, 2019; Hsieh, 2019; Caimi, 2006) and 

enhanced comprehension and also vocabulary learning, particularly form recognition (assuming that 

they attended to the written word for a longer period of time when pausing) (Mills et al., 2004; Shea, 

2000). Furthermore, particularly because of the animated nature of AAY, the scenes (the visuals) 

closely resemble the verbal information and the captions mirror the audio, viewers might have 

benefited from such 'redundancies' not only for comprehension but also word form recognition 

(Peters et al., 2016; Bianchi & Ciabattoni, 2008) and form-meaning association (Peters et al., 2016; 

Sydorenko, 2010; Bianchi & Ciabattoni, 2008). Also, it seems likely that watching the captioned 

episodes might have positively impacted learners' sense of self efficacy to learn and understand 

(Hsieh, 2019; Peters et al., 2016). 

 

The fact that the episodes recycle the target vocabulary of the corresponding unit in slightly different 

situations is also likely to have increased vocabulary gains (Peters et al., 2016). This enriches the 

contextual clues and improves learning of lexical meaning (Celce-Murcia, 2016). However, this must 

be taken with caution because recycling was designed in an intuitive manner and the number of 
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repetitions may not have been enough for actual gains. At the same time, viewers had a chance to 

perceive language in use (in a richer context than that of the units only) and perhaps gain a broader 

sense of the things that are said before and after a given word in a broader syntactical level (Celce-

Murcia, 2016; Bauer, 2014; South et al., 2008). Again, this must be taken with caution since non-

linguistic aspects of language use (such as paralinguistic and pragmatic features) might have been 

hindered by the animated nature of the characters and the untrained voice actors. 

 

It could also be argued that because syntactic and lexical choices in the script were roughly tuned 

(Krashen, 1981) the simplified language facilitated caption comprehension (Peters et al., 2016; 

Montero Perez et al., 2013). However, this is not conclusive because syntactic simplicity does not 

necessarily make reading comprehension easier (Geva & Ramirez, 2015) as it may not have been 

adjusted to an extent that would actually meet learners' capacity for fluent reading processing (Peters 

et al., 2016). Also on a negative side, the fact that the voice actors were not oriented towards lowering 

their speech rate might have hindered the benefits of the captions for the low level learners 

(Vanderplank, 2016b, Peters et al., 2016; Montero Perez et al., 2013; Taylor, 2005; Danan, 2004). 

Furthermore, the animated nature of AAY may have hindered learners' comprehension of the 

characters' speech as mouth, face movement and body language are not as expressive as those of real 

people, and therefore do not promote the visual benefits for comprehension as real people talking do 

(Sherman, 2003). 

 

Having said all this, it is important to stress that for significant learning of vocabulary to take place, 

there is consistent evidence that attention-enhancing techniques should be used (cf. Montero Perez 

et al., 2018; Vanderplank, 2016), that there should be a frequency of encounters and extensive 

exposure to L2 captioned videos (Teng, 2018; Vanderplank, 2010) and activation of background 

knowledge (Montero Perez et al., 2015). But none of this was deliberately designed in AAY. Also, the 

potentially beneficial impact of having glossed captions were not explored, which would have 

increased the chances of language acquisition on a word-meaning level (Montero Perez et al., 2015). 

Glossed captions, however, would probably defy the original purpose of AAY which was to promote 

meaning-focused watching and general comprehension.   

 

In outline, a lot can be speculated (based on previous research) about how AAY might have motivated 

learning, influenced learners' perception of the world and led to language learning. However, it is only 

the learners' experience (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018; McGrath, 2013; Tomlinson, 2012) that can 
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provide firm evidence of how they engaged with AAY. The next section presents learners' reports 

about how they interacted with AAY and what they thought about it.  

 

6.8 Data presentation: learners-based evaluation 

During the interviews, participants were prompted with an episode of AAY. As explained previously, 

prompts were provided in order to enhance learners' memory of the events (Lavrakas, 2008). To dive 

into participants' personal experience qualitatively and address them in a tailored manner (Cohen et 

al., 2018), respondents were told that comments could be made as they pleased, that is, whilst 

watching the episode or after it had finished. With those participants who did not spontaneously begin 

commenting about AAY, I initiated with a more general question (P. Tomlinson, 1989) by asking 

whether they had watched the episodes and how they appealed to them. The following sections are 

organised based on the themes that emerged as a result of the analysis of the data collected in the 

interviews. They contain thick descriptions and provide different perspectives to the themes, 

promoting validity to the findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

 

6.8.1 Participants' opinions about AAY: initial reports 

This section presents the very first comments respondents made regarding the episodes. These 

comments are very descriptive and refer to varied aspects about AAY, such as the story (the script), 

its audiovisual nature, that there was a thread line and the pronunciation and vocabulary learning 

potential. Except for P03 and P15, all other participants made positive comments. For instance, 

"interesting" was used eighteen times. “Nice” was used nine times. “Motivating" was used six times. 

“I liked it” was expressed four times. Other positive comments were “very good”, “useful”, "curious”, 

“very well written,”, “comprehensible”, "pedagogic", "up to date" (in the sense that drama series are 

popular these days)", "made the material more attractive", "necessary" (as an indispensable part of 

the material). There were only four negative comments, made by four different participants and they 

all referred to the storyline: “not interesting”, “did not appeal to my interest”, "far from my reality" 

and "for teenagers''.  

 

Based on these comments, it could be argued that the episodes motivated learners for both 

entertaining ("curious", "up to date", "interesting") and language learning ("pedagogic", 

"comprehensible") reasons. However, probing into their reasons for their positive comments, and the 

nature of their interaction with the episodes, it became clear that engagement with the story was 

limited. Although there is some evidence that some learners engaged with Rosa and the fact that she 
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studied abroad (which will be discussed in section 6.8.4), the reports that followed hardly support 

these first comments. This is evidence that learners' responses cannot be taken at face value. When 

they provided these first (positive) comments about AAY they had not yet given much consideration 

to how the episodes had impacted them. These positive comments were only made in response to 

the 'general question' initially asked (about how the episodes had appealed to them) and therefore 

were still superficial. It is also likely that these initial responses were motivated by social desirability 

bias. Particularly because at this initial moment participants probably did not have the negative 

aspects of their experience with AAY at the forefront of their mind, they provided answers they felt 

were safer and would trigger less complicated follow-up questions. As a side note, this is also evidence 

of the importance of enquiring into learners' responses as, perhaps, if their opinions had been 

collected through a checklist or without opportunity for probing, the positive descriptions would have 

been noticed but the actual nature of the interaction, which contradicts (at least partially) these 

descriptions, would be hidden. The following section shows the data from the interviews that show 

learners did not engage with the story in AAY in a meaningful way.  

 

6.8.2 Participants who did not experience AAY as a series drama 

Fourteen out of twenty-four participants (P02, P03, P04, P05, P07, P08, P09, P12, P15, P20, P22, P23, 

P25, P26) said that they only watched AAY occasionally. This was in itself a hindrance to their 

engagement with the plot as not watching all episodes meant that they could not keep track of the 

threads. Reasons had to do with lack of time (P12 and P13), technical issues (P12) and a perception 

that the episodes would not significantly improve learning. P03, P04 and P07 mentioned that the 

episodes were not needed for doing the mandatory activities as another reason for dismissing the 

videos. The mandatory status of the tutor-designed assignments (explained in section 3.2.4) seems to 

have led learners to judge them as more important (for learning) than watching the episodes, which 

were perceived as optional, revealing a perception that things that are not 'labelled' as mandatory 

might be perceived as less relevant for learning and consequently, more likely dismissed. 

 

These fourteen interviewees also spoke that when they watched the episodes it was not because of 

the story. For example, P02 skipped episodes and explained this to be the reason why she was not 

aware of what was going on in the thread line. P04 explained he did not watch AAY for the plot as 

much as for pronunciation (paying attention to the sound of the words whilst reading them on the 

captions). For P07 6:00, the episodes could be dismissed without any prejudice to her learning 

development, as she could "carry on without watching them". She said that other users of English M1 

(people she works with) did not watch all the episodes for this same reason. P08 7:00 only watched 
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AAY when she had the time or for pronunciation practice, otherwise, she knew she could "carry on 

without watching". P09 explained that she randomly watched the episodes, depending on the time 

she had available, and that she did not focus on the storyline as she was watching it mainly to be 

exposed to the language. P12 6:00 said that she watched only the first 6 episodes and that not 

watching the others "didn't make much difference" for her learning development. P22 4:00 explained 

that she was not curious about what was going to happen next in the story, like when "watching a 

soap opera or reading a book". P23 also did not think AAY was needed when it came to learning the 

content of the unit. P25 explained that he did not follow the episodes as a sequence because he rarely 

focused on the storyline when watching. These reports show that AAY was not consistently watched 

mostly because viewers did not consider it particularly relevant for learning or the plot engaging. But 

when watched, it was about learning the language used in it. 

 

Four participants were very straightforward about not liking the plot. This was mainly because they 

could not relate to the story or the characters on any level. P26 5:00 said: "Can I be very honest? It 

wasn't my focus", explaining she watched AAY aiming at learning the language used. She also 

compared AAY to the TV drama The Walking Dead to make a point that whilst she watched the latter 

because she wanted to know what was going to happen in the story, this was not the same with AAY. 

For P03 7:00, the story "focused on those who want to go abroad" and this had nothing to do with 

her. P05 said that the story was for a younger audience and it did not motivate him. He would have 

preferred something related to travelling, different cultures, and a more realistic content. P20 did not 

like it because the story was about ordinary events (such as going to the supermarket). He would have 

preferred information that is new to him and true, that is, he meant factual information. Interestingly, 

these four participants are middle-aged learners and members of staff in the vocational schools. As 

explained previously (sections 3.2.3 and 6.6.2), the cultural content and themes in English M1 

including AAY were designed for the younger adult learners. Middle-aged adult learners were not 

exactly in the demographics we aimed for. Arguably, it is very difficult for material writers to create 

content that is engaging across different learner profiles. Not having a specific target audience to cater 

for meant that compromises had to be made.  

 

It could be the case that some of these fourteen learners did not engage with the storyline because 

they did not understand it. However, this seems unlikely as only three of them considered the 

language "difficult" (P03, P20) and "a little bit difficult" (P09). P03 said that if the story had appealed 

to her interest, she believes she would have made a bigger effort to understand what the characters 

were saying, which means she had an idea of what the story was about as she was able to judge it as 
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not interesting. P20 said that the difficulty was not demotivating as it pushed him towards studying in 

order to be able to understand the language being used. He also referred to Portuguese subtitles as 

an obvious solution to allow easy comprehension. However, he immediately reconsidered what he 

had said explaining Portuguese captions were a bad idea as they would hinder learning as opposed to 

enhance it–evincing his perception that AAY was for language learning above all and that for him, 

knowing what the story was about without learning the language used in the story did not make sense. 

There is evidence that watching audiovisual input with L1 subtitles not only enhances comprehension 

leading to greater depth of processing than no text on screen (Danan, 2004), it also improves listening 

comprehension because L1 captions and L2 sound are processed in parallel (Danan, 2004), something 

P20 apparently did not think to be possible. L1 subtitles can also improve viewers' ability to identify 

key words when they hear them again (Markham, 1999). In this sense, providing L1 subtitles might 

have been a good thing as it would allow learners to understand the story more clearly and at the 

same time represent an opportunity to learn the language. If learners like P20 who considered 

comprehension difficult had had the opportunity to watch AAY with L1 subtitles and received 

information of the potential learning benefits of doing so, perhaps as opposed to not watching the 

episodes or only watching them occasionally, they would have engaged more with it.  

 

P15 is the only participant who said that the episodes were so difficult to understand that he could 

not tell whether he enjoyed the story or not. As will be later mentioned (section 6.8.6), P15 translated 

the captions on Google Translate. He would pause the videos, type in the sentences and read the 

translation. He considered this time consuming particularly in light of his time constraints and opted 

for not watching anymore. When asked to provide further information such as whether translating on 

Google meant that watching AAY became more engaging as a result of knowing what the story was 

about, he said that he was probably not in a position to comment on the episodes any further given 

how little he had watched them. At this point I opted for changing the topic. This learner seems to 

have tried watching (and translating on Google) very few times (perhaps only once). He seems to have 

perceived the need to translate the captions annoying. It certainly compromised the fun often 

associated with watching videos and perhaps was even considered as an inefficient language learning 

strategy. This would explain why P15 completely dismissed AAY. This suggests that unless learners 

perceive something as an opportunity to improve their language skills in a reasonably efficient way, 

they are not going to invest their time regardless of how appealing the content might seem to be. P15 

cannot be described as lazy. He put on a lot of effort in pausing, typing in the captions and translating 

on Google. But he did not have the best support available. His experience might have been different 

and he might not have given up watching the episodes if more guidance had been provided. As argued 
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before (section 6.7.1), whilst in the classroom the teacher can usually sense when a learner cannot 

understand and scaffold the content (providing visual support, resorting to the L1, showing 

encouragement), in self-access environments learners need to be provided with recommendations 

and learning strategies to overcome their difficulties on their own. 

 

This section showed that for the majority of the learners interviewed (fourteen), AAY had no impact 

as a drama-watching experience, particularly because the plot was unappealing and little impact as a 

language learning experience, because the affordances of the episodes were not obvious. Other 

participants evidenced some level of interest in the storyline, as the following section shows.  

 

6.8.3 Participants who enjoyed the plot (at least to some extent) 

The participants not mentioned in the previous section (P06, P10, P11, P13, P14, P16, P17, P19, P21, 

P24), ten out of twenty-four, said that the plot was one of the reasons why they felt motivated to 

watch AAY. For instance, P06 said that the episodes helped her to learn English because she was 

curious about what the characters were saying and this led her to search for word meaning. This is to 

say that although she enjoyed the story, she also identified in it a way of learning as she considered 

the act of translating would help her learn the vocabulary. Similarly, P13 4:00 and P17 3:00 also 

considered AAY an opportunity for learning English, although a more pleasant one than the unit itself, 

because of the story. P13 said that the episodes made the material more appealing because they were 

a story and she thought it made learning the language easier than the rest of the material, which she 

described as "boring" grammar and exercises. P21 3:00 reports showed she engaged with AAY not 

because it was particularly interesting to her, but because she identified in the narrative a source of 

contextualised input, which suggests that she would have watched it regardless of the plot. She added 

that the episodes "always" increased her motivation because they provided new language (that is, not 

only the target content) in use. P19 10:00 said that "audio and video" are intrinsically "captivating", 

that is, regardless of the content, suggesting that her interest in AAY was not triggered by the storyline 

itself but by the more dynamic and input rich nature of videos. Although these reports show that the 

storyline promoted some level of engagement, they also show that a learning agenda was often 

present and intrinsically related to learners' interest in the plot. This was mostly because these 

participants identified the richness of the context in the episodes as helpful for learning, which is 

supported by the literature (Celce-Murcia, 2016). 

 

Only two learners seemed to enjoy the plot to an extent that they watched out of interest in the story. 

P10 5:00 said that finding out what was going to happen in the story was motivating and despite not 
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having much time, at least the episodes he always "felt like watching". P11 also said that she felt 

curious to know what was going to happen in the next episode, but she did not always watch them. 

Both of them, however, also mentioned they used this opportunity to learn the language in a 

conscious way.  

 

Part of the reason why these participants watched AAY had to do with the fact that they did not 

consider it difficult to comprehend. Amongst the ten, four (P06, P10, P20, P24) referred to AAY as easy 

and accessible. P14, however, referred to the audios in general, not only in the episodes, as too fast 

and difficult to process. This section showed that although these ten participants were a little bit 

curious about the events in the story and, in their majority, did not consider the language particularly 

difficult, their interests in AAY were driven by the pedagogical affordances of AAY. Amongst some of 

the members in both groups (the fourteen who dismissed the plot and the ten who attributed some 

level of engagement to it), two were the things that stood out about the episodes, as presented next.  

 

6.8.4 Rosa and studying abroad 

During the interviews there were no references to plot-related themes, for instance, Christine and 

Dube’s relationship, the way Chicago and the pub were portrayed, Carlton and his busy routine or 

anything else except: Rosa and studying abroad. Eight interviewees out of twenty-four (P02, P06, P07 

P10, P11, P13, P16, P17) referred to Rosa and her studies abroad in a positive way. For instance, P02 

said that she could see herself in Rosa and the characters in AAY resembled her own reality as a 

student and worker. P06 liked Rosa's personality and one day would like to experience the things Rosa 

was experiencing, particularly study abroad. For P07, studying abroad "could happen to any of us". 

P11 said that she could relate to the everyday situations portrayed in the episodes. P13 3:00 said that 

Rosa going abroad and learning English "happens to many people". P17 said that she liked AAY 

because it was about a Brazilian studying abroad, and this is something that she would really like to 

do. In other words, these participants considered Rosa and studying abroad both achievable and 

desirable. 

 

Considering the age and, what can be referred to as life status, these eight participants suggest a 

pattern that differs them from the other sixteen. Seven of them (P02, P06, P07, P11, P13, P16, P17) 

are young adults, except for P10 who is middle-aged. Studying abroad–the most defining characteristic 

about Rosa–is not part of these eight participants' immediate reality. However, their reports showed 

that they considered it plausible, something that could happen to them or other learners like them. 

Although P10 differs from the other seven in terms of age, his comments showed that he considers 
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studying abroad plausible too: first, he said that travelling and speaking in English in the United States 

(more than in other countries) is something particularly attractive to him and his son. He explained 

that he had already been to California, which was very significant to him, and his son's dream is to 

study abroad. It could be the case that Rosa studying abroad particularly appealed to him because it 

reminded him of his previous experience and at the same time represented something that his son 

would like to do. To these eight learners, Rosa represented an achievable and desirable future state. 

 

All the other sixteen participants (P03, P04, P05, P08, P09, P14, P15, P19, P20, P21, P22, P23, P24, P25, 

P26) constitute a different pattern because, besides not making any reference to Rosa or studying 

abroad as something interesting, they are middle-aged (except for P12 who is a young adult). It is 

worth pointing out that amongst these sixteen participants, twelve (P03, P04, P05, P08, P09, P14, P15, 

P19, P20, P21, P22, and P26) work full-time at vocational schools. They have good payment rates and 

work conditions. These twelve participants are likely to be happy about their economic and social 

status. Some of these sixteen participants (P04, P09, P21, P23) also referred to children and/or a 

partner throughout the interview which are aspects that might hinder one's willingness or possibility 

to spend some time abroad. P23 explicitly said "I don't envisage this [living in the United States] in my 

future, I like it here, I don't see myself in another place".  

 

Different from these fifteen middle-aged participants (again, P12 is an exception in terms of age) but, 

as it seems, similar to the first seven young adults (also P10 is the exception because of age), Rosa is 

in a moment of her life that allows a lot of freedom. No kids, no partner, no (well paid, stable) job 

means she does not have much to lose or to consider before moving abroad. Based on the emergence 

of these two patterns, it seems reasonable to say that life commitments, a combination of career, 

family status and age, of these fifteen participants made it unlikely that they would relate to Rosa or 

studying abroad as something that they would like to be/do in their future. Some of these fifteen 

participants (P04, P05, P08, P15, P19, P21, P24, P25) actually referred to going abroad as tourists as 

something they would like to do, which is reasonable since this is something that can be 

accommodated within their commitments. 

 

So far, the data presented in this chapter showed that: (1) engagement with the plot in AAY was very 

low and often mixed with a desire to learn; (2) participants' main reason for watching the episodes 

was language learning; (3) there seems to be a correlation between the younger adult participants 

and identification/interest in Rosa and studying abroad and; (4) there seems to be a correlation 
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between the middle-aged participants and no interest in Rosa and studying abroad. The following 

section highlights the reactions to potentially stereotypical representations in AAY.  

 

6.8.5 Stereotypes 

Five participants (P05, P10, P21, P22, P24), all of them middle-aged, spontaneously (they were not 

prompted with a question) highlighted what they considered undesirable (negative) and desirable 

(positive) about the plot. P05 mentioned a scene (he was not prompted with, therefore he 

remembered it) when the characters laugh at someone’s big red nose, which he considered rude. 

Figure 27 shows a snapshot of the scene P05 referred to.  

 

 

Figure 27 Characters laugh at a man's nose. 

 

P05 also mentioned the character Carly, saying that she is depicted as futile and has an unhealthy 

eating style (Figure 28), which, in his opinion, reinforced a stereotyped view that blonde women are 

less intelligent. P05 (like the other respondents) was prompted with the episode in which Rosa and 

Carly disagree on which food items to buy. In the scene, Carly wants to buy junk food only. It could be 

the case that P05 brought it up because he watched this episode in the interview as opposed to having 

been impacted by it to an extent that he would remember (as he did in regards to the character with 
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a big nose). It is also possible that as a teacher he has developed a more sensitive awareness of 

stereotyped representations as this might be a needed skill in his work with students. He was the only 

one to raise these issues.  

 

 

 

Figure 28 Carly's unhealthy eating. 

 

Although not in a criticizing tone, that is, not suggesting it was inappropriate (like P05 did), P24 6:00 

and P10 4:00 also referred to the scene of Carly and Rosa making a shopping list, specifically the part 

where Carly claims that more food is needed whilst Rosa argues that there is enough. P24 said: "The 

North American fridge is always packed. (...) Americans have this habit of consuming more than what 

they need. There is this idea of having enormous fridges." This scene seems to have impacted P24 in 

a way to reinforce a stereotypical representation he already had about Americans eating junk food 

and/or that they irresponsibly consume food. P10 interpreted it as an exaggeration expected from 

animations and he thought it was a "humoristic aspect" and "interesting to attract our attention."   

 

Another aspect brought to light (by three participants) was the absence of middle-aged characters in 

AAY. P05 said that the story did not appeal to his interest because, amongst other reasons, it was "for 

teenagers''. P21 suggested that the situations should also have portrayed older characters and P22 

felt as if the story had been designed for young adults only. This is not surprising. AAY was indeed 

designed to cater for young adult learners wanting to study abroad. These comments are relevant in 
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the sense that P05, P21 and P22, as middle-aged learners, expressed that the content designed to 

appeal to young adult learners did not engage them.  As argued before, this is evidence that young 

and middle-aged learners tend to represent two distinct profiles that must be catered for in a specific 

manner each in terms of content appeal. As already mentioned, learners made it very clear that their 

main reason for engaging with AAY were the language learning opportunities they saw in it. The 

following section presents how learners exploited the videos for language learning purposes.  

 

6.8.6 AAY for learning English 

Participants' number one reason for watching the episodes had to do with language learning. They 

were conscious of the instructional nature of the episodes and showed this to be what they expect 

from audiovisual input in language learning materials (as opposed to watching for global 

comprehension/fun only). Thirteen participants out of twenty-four (P02, P03, P04, P05, P08, P09, P10, 

P13, P16, P17, P20, P21, P25) identified the target content in AAY. This awareness seems to have 

increased their conscious learning behaviour. For instance, P02 said that the episodes showed the 

words that she later learned and used in the unit. P05 7:00 said that the episodes reproduced the 

theme, content and grammar of the unit, the reason why he considered the characters' lines "very 

well written". This is strictly from the point of view of recycling of content, as P05 was one of the 

participants who referred to the story as very unappealing to him. P09 said that the episodes helped 

her to do the mandatory activities because they contained the same structures and words that she 

needed to use, which suggests that she used the language in the episodes as a model, again denoting 

a learning attitude when watching. P10 4:00 referred to the episodes as a way of seeing the target 

vocabulary and structure “in a very interesting way”, “in a natural way" and "proper" for learning, 

indicating that the storyline was at the same time engaging and input for learning. For P13 8:00, the 

episodes “show the practice and the moment when you are supposed to use what you are learning”, 

indicating she benefited from the contextual richness of the video. P16 6:00 referred to a scene when 

Rosa spells her name. He associated it with the alphabet content in the corresponding unit, revealing 

a clear awareness of the pedagogical role of AAY.  

 

These reports suggest that the episodes provided learners with a source of contextualized linguistic 

aspects of language use (Bauer, 2014; Karakaş & Sarıçoban, 2012; South et al., 2008). Having identified 

AAY as input for language learning, participants reported how they watched the episodes, as 

presented next. 
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6.8.6.1 The language learning strategies used when watching AAY 

Overall, learners consistently referred to the captions as having facilitated comprehension or even 

made it possible. The two main learning strategies used were translation and pronunciation practice 

and for both of them learners used the captions. Their reports revealed a conscious effort to read and 

learn the meaning and pronunciation of the language used, as described next. 

 

A few learners (P06, P09, P12, P15, P16, P17 and P19) expressed that the captions facilitated the 

process of translation because they could pause, copy the words into Google Translate or translate 

mentally. 'Mental translation', in the way participants referred to, consists of pausing the scene to 

search for one or more words, but not the entire sentence, just enough to comprehend the idea 

without making any notes. For instance, P06 used to watch the episodes more than once. The first 

time to gain a global comprehension. The second time, she paused and tried to mentally translate the 

captions. When that was not enough, she hand wrote the translations of the captions. P09 and P12 

also used to pause the scenes and mentally translate the English captions whilst searching for 

unknown words. P15 shared that he had to pause and use Google to translate in order to comprehend. 

P16 did not translate all the captions, but he also paused some scenes to search for the meaning of 

some words he considered more important for comprehension. P19 said that she used to pause and 

write down the sentences/words she could not understand and after the episode ended, she searched 

for translation. These reports evidence that translating was used as a strategy for both comprehension 

and vocabulary learning.  

 

Whilst one would expect that the nuisance of having to alternate between pages (the material and 

Google Translate) instead of only and fluently processing the meaning of what they were watching 

would hinder learners' engagement with AAY (Goldstein & Driver, 2015) (already low because of how 

little the plot appealed to them), the contrary seems to be true. Those who reported having paused 

and searched for translation were quite content with their approach. This was because they 

considered translating to be an efficient learning strategy. Indeed, accessing word meaning in their L1 

might have impacted them in a way that is similar to how glossed captions tend to impact learners 

because of the extended and conscious attention given to a specific word (or sentence), leading to 

better form recognition (particularly because learners typed in the words) and word meaning recall 

(Montero Perez et al., 2018). Besides that, since learners' primary motivation to watch AAY had to do 

with learning English (as shown in sections 6.8.2 and 6.8.3), translating might have increased their 

perception of learning efficiency which consequently fed into their motivation to watch the episodes 

(Mills et al., 2004). 
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Another learning strategy participants (P02, P04, P06, P07, P08, P10, P11, P12, P19, P23, P26) referred 

to was pronunciation practice. They did this in two slightly different ways. Some (P07, P10, P11, P26) 

would sometimes pay attention to (but not voice) the way the characters were speaking at the same 

time that they were reading the captions, which means there was a strong connection between word 

sound and form. P04 and P08 said that they watched the video to deliberately search for the 

pronunciation of specific words that they read/saw in the unit. This shows the direct connection 

between the script and the target content. Reports also showed that there was out loud repetition, 

although only with a few learners. For instance, P10 and P26 used to repeat the lines/phrases imitating 

the characters. P12 6:00 said that she did not have anyone "to talk to", and the episodes "helped a lot 

because you can listen and learn" from the way the characters interact. Although participants did not 

say they considered these strategies (paying attention to word form and sound and voicing the 

pronunciation) significantly led to pronunciation gains, they also did not seem particularly 

disappointed, as they carried on doing it as the main reason why they carried on watching the 

episodes. There is a chance that their strategy was successful at least to a minor extent. Captions can 

indeed assist speech learning by indicating which words are being spoken (Mitterer & McQueen, 2009) 

at the same time that form-sound and sound-meaning links are made (Teng, 2019a, 2019b, 2018).  

 

It is important to highlight that throughout the interviews, only three participants (P09, P06 and P10) 

believed to have watched, as far as they could remember, all episodes. The others said that they 

watched sometimes, when they had the time, or when they felt like watching. This is to say that these 

learning strategies (the translating and the paying attention to pronunciation) were not used by all the 

participants and those who did use it, did not use them in every unit.  

 

Also interested in learning pronunciation as a result of watching AAY, P26 6:00 differed from the other 

learners in the strategy used. She watched AAY to "capture the exact sound of each letter", that is, 

she was not trying to learn words in an individual manner, but the sound of the letters. She explained 

she would raise hypotheses on what the sound should be but always ended up concluding that English 

pronunciation was very difficult because the sounds were not always the same. P26 said: "what is the 

actual sound of this phoneme? Is it this? And then I have friends who speak in English (...) I say "little" 

[pronounced as ˈlɪdl/] and they say, no, it's not like that, it's "little" [pronounced as/'lɪtəl/], do you 

understand?". 
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P26 is a Spanish teacher. Different from the other participants who seemed to have intuitively engaged 

in a conscious effort to pay attention to word form and corresponding sound (sometimes voicing it), 

P26 seemed to deliberately do it as an informed pronunciation learning strategy. She was clearly 

drawing on her experience as a Spanish teacher. Spanish (and Portuguese) is a shallow orthographic 

language. This means that there is a regular correspondence between sound and letter. Differently, 

English has a deep orthography. It is not a phonetic language. It is very difficult to pronounce English 

words just by looking at them because the same sequence of letters will not always have the same 

sound. Although P26's strategy is efficient in Spanish (and would also work in Portuguese), it does not 

work for English, which explains why despite her effort, learning pronunciation was "very difficult". 

P26 said that she watched more than once (sometimes three times) because she wanted to improve 

pronunciation, not that she did not want to comprehend the story itself, but this was secondary. 

Despite the huge effort she put in to learn, P26 was not using the best learning strategy available 

simply because she did not know it. It is again necessary to raise a parallel with how this issue would 

probably have been solved in a classroom setting. A teacher would probably have been able to identify 

P26's difficulties and as a consequence, raise awareness that in English it is not always possible to 

transfer the sound of a letter in a word to another word and provide examples of homophones or 

homographs. But in a self-learning environment it would have been impossible to anticipate a learner 

would have used this strategy. However, as the data analysis in this section showed, it seems clear 

that pronunciation strategies are of relevance and needed for learners in self-access materials and 

that they directly relate pronunciation with listening input. The takeaway is that self-access materials 

need a component of learner training for those learners who want further support to interact with 

what is made available.    

 

This section of data analysis showed the two learning/comprehension strategies used were translating 

(on Google mainly) and pronunciation (paying attention to the sound of the words mainly). It also 

showed that although learners seemed satisfied with their approach, this did not engage them to an 

extent that they would watch all the episodes, since they also reported that they did not watch them 

all. The following section discusses the two perspectives by which AAY was evaluated: the literature 

and the learners.  

 

6.9 Discussion 

This section compares the assumptions made in the literature-based evaluation with the learners-

based evaluation. It begins with considerations about the motivational role of AAY.  



 

Chapter 6 The animated episodes All About You 

 145 

 

6.9.1 Engagement with AAY 

This section points to the reasons why the story in AAY did not engage learners in a meaningful way. 

The literature-based evaluation predicted that AAY was not likely to engage learners in the way 

feature drama series do because of its aesthetic limitations (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2013; Gilmore, 

2007; Sherman, 2003). Designing highly engaging materials, at appropriate levels of cognitive and 

linguistic difficulty for low-level learners is not easy. Narratives (fictional content) with dual-sided 

characters are much more difficult to trigger engagement under these circumstances of limited 

aesthetic freedom (language scripted to serve pedagogical purposes, untrained voice actors, short 

duration, to name a few). Even so, it is surprising that learners engaged so little with the videos which 

have traditionally engaged learners in instructional settings (Bajrami & Ismaili, 2016; Goodwyn, 2004; 

Canning-Wilson, 2000). This was not expected because, in comparison to the other parts of the 

material, a lot of time and money were invested on AAY as it was designed to be the most motivating 

component of the material. It is also worth noting that although learners' reports about AAY evidenced 

they considered it, essentially, boring (in terms of the narrative), these respondents cannot be seen 

as particularly difficult to please, or learners who were unmotivated and who would find most things 

boring anyway, after all, they were quite pleased with the texts in CaG. 

 

The findings presented in Chapter 5 about the reading section CaG also help explain why AAY was so 

unappealing. The texts in CaG have a factual nature. They are based on cultural information. Reports 

showed that learners read the texts much more than they watched the videos. Data showed 

respondents actually enjoyed reading in CaG, considered the information potentially useful and 

relevant, and even felt that they could relax when reading. It seems to be the case that the factual 

nature of the information in CaG was perceived as more useful, necessary, relevant and therefore, 

more relatable and engaging. This suggests that because of the inherent value that factual information 

carries for being true, potentially useful and more relevant than drama narratives, language learning 

materials might do a better job in engaging learners with input that is based on facts.  

 

Participants' age also seem to have played a role in determining learners' engagement with the 

content in AAY. Rosa and studying abroad only stood out for some of the participants. The ideal L2 

self-theory (Dörnyei & Kubanyiova, 2014) helps understand why this only occurred with the younger 

participants but not with the middle-aged ones. Generally speaking, young adults are in a moment of 

life in which they do not yet have significant family and work commitments. In this sense, studying 

abroad like Rosa did was within what they would consider as plausible and achievable and, as their 
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reports showed, desirable. To these learners, Rosa represented a future ideal self. Differently, for the 

middle-aged learners, who, in their majority, already had significant family and work commitments, 

studying abroad was neither relevant nor likely achievable, hindering the chances that this aspect 

about Rosa would trigger an image of a future ideal self. The outcome was that whilst Rosa helped the 

younger adult learners to imagine themselves as future English speakers and this is likely to have 

resulted in a more motivated learning attitude, for the middle-aged learners she was not. In terms of 

engagement and content-relevant materials, there is a need for a more nuanced divide than simply 

for 'adults'. Specifically catering for young adults and middle-aged adults is needed for increased 

chances of engagement.  

 

It is particularly surprising that there were no references to Rosa's L2 skills as interesting, desirable, 

achievable, something that "could happen to anyone" like there was about studying abroad. One 

would expect that as a Brazilian, Rosa's English skills would have at least minimally aroused learners' 

interest. This might have to do with the big gap between participants' (low) level of proficiency and 

Rosa's, and the amount of effort they would have to put in to approximate to her level. As the ideal 

L2 self-theory suggests (Dörnyei & Kubanyiova, 2014), such disparity might have hampered learners' 

identification with this aspect about Rosa and her proficiency may have come across as unnecessary 

or/and not likely to be achieved (at least not as a result of using English M1). Perhaps if Rosa had been 

depicted in a more realistic way, with at least a few events in which her English more closely resembled 

the English of an L2 English speaker (perhaps a misunderstanding in how a word would normally be 

used, a pronunciation causing some level of confusion, or cultural differences) learners would have 

been more able to relate to her as a Brazilian English speaker. Arguably, this would have helped them 

to add a personal interpretation to such events and consequently, engage with Rosa in a more 

significant way. This is not to say that Brazilian English speakers need 'English with errors' to relate to. 

This is about designing relatable characters that are credible and represent reality in a plausible 

manner.  

 

The literature-based evaluation identified a lot of negative stereotypes in the plot and predicted that 

it would impact learners in a negative way (Bao, 2016a, 2016b; Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2013). Data 

analysis showed that there were very few references to these negative representations in the 

interviews. It seems to be the case that because most learners dedicated little attention to the 

development of the story and did not always watch the episodes, most of them also did not grasp the 

details and nuanced meanings of what was going on (a few exceptions were discussed in section 6.8.5). 

Most participants dedicated their working memory to lower-level skills and very little to higher levels 
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of processing, hindering their attention to the meaning of what was being processed and other 

processes such as activation of background knowledge (Nassaji, 2011). This endorses the need for 

designing content relevant materials as a condition for affective involvement and meaningful 

engagement (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018; Bao, 2016a, 2016b; Mukundan & Ahour, 2010; Tomlinson, 

2003). 

 

In sum, the fictional nature of the content in AAY and the not relatable events/characters (particularly 

for the adult learners) seem to have been the main reasons why participants did not significantly 

engage with AAY, even though they enjoyed the idea of watching captioned videos for learning 

purposes. The following section discusses AAY as a language input for language learning. 

 

6.9.2 Language learning affordances and strategies 

This section discusses how learners engaged with AAY for language learning reasons and reveals the 

type of support they need to make more informed decisions in self-learning environments. As 

predicted in the literature-based evaluation, learners read the captions when watching AAY (Montero 

Perez et al., 2015). Some even attributed to the captions their capacity to comprehend the story, 

which had also been anticipated as likely to be the case (Hsieh, 2019; Wang, 2019). However, data 

analysis revealed interviewees' perception of what and how they could learn English through watching 

the episodes.  

 

Because learners believe that language learning is going to result from a deliberate and conscious 

effort to learn (which is true, although learning does not occur only at a conscious level), they 

attempted to legitimize the time dedicated to watching the episodes and benefited from the captions 

for their language learning strategies. The fact that some learners sometimes used the play/pause 

button, sometimes copied the captions (single words or larger chunks) into Google Translate, 

sometimes payed attention to the word-meaning and word-form correspondences (as a result of 

translating) and sometimes payed attention to the contextual clues that the images and larger 

syntactic structures promote is likely to have led to some level of vocabulary learning (Hsieh, 2019; 

Laufer & Girsai, 2008). As a deep orthographic language, it is a good thing that some learners paid 

attention to the pronunciation of the words, simultaneously listening and reading as a way of learning 

how to pronounce. Coordinating visual (captions) and auditory domains assists speech learning and 

reinforce form-sound and form-meaning links (Teng, 2019a, 2018; Mitterer & McQueen, 2009). 

Despite the potentially helpful strategies learners employed, they were used intuitively. The learning 

intention was deliberate; however, the strategies were not consistently employed. Although for the 
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vast majority who watched AAY the main reason for watching, when they watched, was learning the 

language, not all of them used all these strategies all the time.  

 

Learners also said that they identified the target vocabulary in the captions. It had been predicted that 

the occasional vocabulary repetition would increase learners' chances of learning vocabulary meaning 

(Teng, 2018; Celce-Murcia, 2016; Vanderplank, 2010). However, the benefits of watching captioned 

videos for vocabulary acquisition have also been linked with viewing-enhancing techniques (Montero 

Perez et al., 2018; Vanderplank, 2016) and activation of background knowledge (Teng, 2018; 

Vanderplank, 2010), but learners were not provided with opportunities for more effective strategies. 

It is unlikely that the learning that resulted from learners consciously attending to the vocabulary 

(meaning and pronunciation) moved much further beyond form and meaning recognition to a stage 

where they can use the words for communication (Teng, 2018; Vanderplank, 2016; Nation, 2001). 

 

Interestingly, although participants' reports showed that they did not engage with AAY as much as 

they did with CaG, when it came to benefiting from these two essentially different types of input 

(video and text) for learning, they used the same strategies: translating word/sentence on Google and 

word/sentence pronunciation through paying attention to the auditory input. A tentative conclusion 

might be that learners have a small repertoire of learning strategies. This might be because of little 

previous experience learning English. Besides that, the learning strategies they are familiar with are 

mostly (if not only) informed by previous classroom-based experiences which tend to focus on an 

intensive exploitation approach to reading and grammar (as discussed in chapter 3 in regards to Brazil 

and in section 5.2.3 in regards to how reading materials are traditionally designed in ELT coursebooks). 

It is also worth considering that although AAY and CaG differed in terms of the skills they each 

promoted (reading and watching), they both drew on learners' receptive rather than productive skills. 

Which may be yet another reason why learners used the same learning strategies for both. 

 

The fact that learners resorted to these two learning strategies (vocabulary/chunks translation and 

paying attention to word pronunciation) also highlights the inherent limitations of English M1 in 

promoting output production and interaction. Whilst English M1 attempted to design some 

interaction by promoting tasks with an output nature (written and oral production, as described in 

section 3.2.5), these did not result in particularly efficient options. This is especially true in light of the 

technology available. When it comes to speaking, which tends to be co-constructed as it requires an 

interlocutor to contribute towards the meaning of what is being said, not promoting actual interaction 

between people hinders the efficiency of the activities proposed for the development of speaking 
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skills. In fairness, it is a lot more difficult to promote interaction in self-access materials than in 

materials designed for classroom use. In retrospect, perhaps, it would have been best if these 

limitations had been acknowledged from the beginning in order to allow learners to have more 

realistic expectations of what they were likely to develop as an outcome of using English M1.  

 

As data analysis showed, when using self-access material, perhaps as a pressure of the little time they 

have available to dedicate to this activity (ABED, 2016, 2013) learners perceive learning as more 

important than entertainment. Teachers in the classroom can provide the specific help learners need 

based on evidence of what is needed and when. However, in self-access materials human support is 

not always possible. Self-access materials can design (a lot of) activities that might help learners 

prepare to read/watch something. For instance, pre-teach key vocabulary, elicit background 

knowledge in regards to the theme, and ask learners to study a few things. But learners' actual learning 

difficulties cannot be anticipated. At the same time, if self-access materials over study the input and 

over prepare the learners to process it, they defeat the purpose in a way. If learners have to be so 

prepared for doing something (like watching a video), other important aspects would also be missed 

such as the authenticity of the task, or the purpose of engaging with a content. This is why materials 

must provide learners with alternatives that they can select based on what they consider to be needed 

as a result of their actual experience. Although the importance of feedback in language learning is 

nothing new (Cooker, 2010), data analysed in this chapter suggested that feedback in self-access 

materials must cover a variety of possible scenarios which learners can choose from based on actual 

needs and wants. Learners' reports about AAY reflect the need to design a component of learner 

guidance when delivering audiovisual content in self-access materials. This is needed not only because 

learners cannot be expected to self-manage their learning without having received any type of 

guidance (Hubbard, 2013, 2009; Mishan, 2012; Cooker, 2010), but also because each learner will 

respond to the input available in a way and with a particular purpose (for instance, translating for 

enhanced comprehension, paying attention to the sound of words for pronunciation practice), hence 

the need to receive options on how to engage with such content and as a consequence tailor the 

interaction to their needs. 

 

The following section concludes the ideas that emerged from the analysis of learners' reported 

experience with AAY and provides recommendations based on what has been discussed. 
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6.10 Conclusion and pedagogical implications   

This chapter concludes that AAY motivated learners only to a minor extent and mostly because of the 

language learning affordances they identified in the captioned videos. In light of the findings discussed 

in the previous section, a few pedagogical implications have emerged: 

 

1. When designing content in language learning materials, particularly for middle-aged adult 

learners at low-levels, fact-based information seems more likely to promote engagement 

because of their intrinsic value as something authentic, true, and potentially more helpful than 

narratives with a fictional nature which are often aesthetically constrained by pedagogical 

concerns. 

2. Because middle-aged learners seem to differ from young adult learners in terms of what they 

perceive as relevant content, a more nuanced categorization seems needed when it comes to 

designing content-relevant materials than simply "for adults".  

3. For increased chances of engagement, low-level learners might need L2 English speaker 

characters that speak in English in a more relatable way, for instance, characters experiencing 

situations of miscommunication. Not only this might make such characters more relatable, 

they can serve as evidence that it is normal to experience communication breakdowns and 

they would be a source of reference to how such breakdowns can be overcome (such as 

through asking for repetition).     

4. When it comes to audiovisual material, alternatives can be provided to help those learners 

who cannot engage with the input because of difficulties in processing it. For instance, for 

those learners who considered watching comprehension too difficult, a few strategies can be 

recommended: 

- Read a summary of the episode in the L1 for an overall idea of what the video is about 

before watching it in English with English captions.  

- Read the script (captions) first and then watch the video. 

- Provide a list of key words and invite learners to study their meaning and 

pronunciation and then return to the video. 

- Watch the videos without any text on the screen and explore the aural and visual 

information only before watching it with captions. 

For those who considered the video too easy or not learning efficient, a few other language 

learning strategies can be recommended: 
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- For vocabulary learning (spelling accuracy), first watch captions with key words only 

and then watch it again with full captions. 

- For pronunciation practice, examples of minimal pairs, homophones, homographs 

used in the video can be highlighted for learners to practice their pronunciation. 

- For pronunciation practice, learners should be directed to websites/apps that might 

help them get familiar with the phonetic chart. 

5. This study endorses previous recommendations (Wang, 2019; Sydorenko, 2010) that the use 

of audiovisual materials for low-level learners should be fully captioned for enhanced 

comprehension and language learning opportunities. However, because of how learners differ 

in terms of comfortable processing of the information, control buttons for reduced speech 

rate and pause and L1 captions should also be available, combined with information about 

the potential benefits of each.  

6. Self-access learning materials should deliver vocabulary learning strategies that cover 

different aspects of knowing a word, such as word form recognition, word meaning retrieval 

and pronunciation, as a way of educating learners on what it means to know a word. 

7. Providing learning strategies and guidance should not be about giving strict directions and 

instructions, but options and a rationale for these options. As Vanderplank (2010) argued, and 

as evidenced in the analysis of the data collected in this study, learners tend to vary in their 

reasons and approaches to interacting with input, the reason why they should be given 

alternatives and guidance. 
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Chapter 7: The languages used in English M1  

 

7 Introduction 

This chapter considers the languages used in English M1: the standard American English variety 

(henceforth AmE) and learners' L1 Portuguese. The importance of understanding the effectiveness of 

this combination lies in the specificity of English M1 as a learning environment: it is a self-access 

material for beginner level learners who share the same L1. As explained in section 4.3, these aspects 

of the material were chosen for evaluation because of how in my previous classroom-based 

experience I got used to stakeholders and learners (perhaps because of what they believed to be good 

practice) condemning the use of their L1 in lessons and favouring exposure to native English models 

(as opposed to other models of English, including that of other locals). I was then curious to know 

whether their opinions would change in a self-learning environment. As in the previous evaluation 

chapters, the use of standard American English and learners' L1 is evaluated both from the perspective 

of the literature and the learners, factoring in the specificities of their reports and who they are 

(Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018; McDonough et al., 2013; Littlejohn, 2011). 

 

The chapter begins with a literature review about learners' preference for native varieties of English, 

particularly the standard American English. This is followed by a rationale for the use of the learners' 

L1 in L2 learning settings. Next, English M1 is described in regards to how it uses AmE and Portuguese. 

The findings in the learners-based evaluation are then compared to the hypothesis raised in the 

literature-based evaluation. The chapter concludes with what has been found in regards to learners' 

preferences when it comes to English varieties and the use of their L1 and suggests the pedagogical 

implications of these findings.  

  

7.1 Learners' preference for native-English accents  

Although researchers have rightly questioned the privilege given to native-English based approaches 

in ELT (Jenkins, 2019, 2015; Dewey, 2019; Dogancay-Aktuna & Hardman, 2018; Seidlhofer, 2011), it is 

important to acknowledge that learners of English have consistently and traditionally shown a 

preference for American and/or British models (Kung & Wang, 2019; Fang, 2016; Jenkins, 2007). 

English learners often perceive the native language as legitimate, attractive, special and exciting 

(Schmitz, 2016, 2013, 2006; Kuo, 2006; Timmis, 2002; Kirkpatrick & Zhichang, 2002; Rajagopalan, 
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1997). For instance, in Ladegaard and Sachdev (2006), Danish learners preferred the British variety for 

pronunciation as they perceived it as more prestigious, the most beautiful and correct, the most 

appropriate model for pronunciation, and greatly associated with intelligence, education, leadership 

and self-confidence in comparison to other native varieties, such as General American English, Scottish 

and Australian.  

 

In Kung and Wang (2019) the majority of the intermediate level Chinese learners declared preference 

for a native-like accent, perceived non-native speakers as potentially negative role models and local 

English speakers as a reminder of how they should not sound. Some participants, however, drew on 

their experiences studying abroad and communicating with other international students and 

manifested no desire to strive for a native English accent mostly because they realised it is both 

unlikely to happen and not needed for successful communication. This is in agreement with Jenkins 

(2006) who convincingly argued that learners who have a chance to experience English as a lingua 

franca are less concerned with sounding like an English native speaker. Indeed, there is some evidence 

that once experiencing or made aware of ELF, for example, through teacher-advocacy, learners tend 

to rethink the practicality of pursuing a native-like accent and begin to embrace their accents as well 

as the variability in ELF use, shifting their focus from sounding like a native speaker to being intelligible 

(Veitch, 2020; Muyan & Tupaz, 2017; Wang & Jenkins, 2016; Kung, 2015; Aliakbari & Monfared, 2014). 

The recognition that 'comfortable intelligibility' (easily understood) is a more appropriate 

pronunciation goal for most learners than 'sounding like a native speaker' is not new (Kenworthy, 

1987). However, it could be argued that the arguments put forward for ELF and English as an 

international language have helped to make this view more generally accepted.  

 

O'Regan (2014) criticised the argument of learners having an illusory preference for native models 

because of illusory consciousness (a belief that they will one day sound like native speakers). By this 

token, studies have found that in some cases, even after understanding that native-like production 

was probably an unrealistic goal (Kerr, 2019), learners still had it as their main model (Jenkins, 2007; 

Kuo, 2006; Timmis, 2002). ESOL learners learning English in England for employability said that they 

preferred listening to non-native speakers on the videos (in classroom materials) rather than native 

speakers of English because the latter spoke too fast (Hann, 2010). This is interesting because for being 

in England, these learners certainly had already had some interaction with native English speakers 

and, assumedly, this would have made them more comfortable with processing native input than, for 

instance, a learner of English as a foreign language with little or no exposure to native English speakers. 

Still, because they wanted comprehension to be easy, the participants in Hann (2010) favoured input 
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from non-native speakers.  

 

In Brazil, most learners and teachers want to sound like native speakers in North America and England 

(Corcoran, 2011; Barcelos, 2003). Teachers of English born in Anglosaxon countries have been 

preferred (even leading to discriminatory pay scales) over their Brazilian counterparts (Rajagopalan, 

2015; Corcoran, 2011). The native varieties are erroneously perceived as pure and standardized 

(Schmitz, 2013). They can be adored and perceived as the entrance ticket to the outside world 

(Rajagopalan, 2020) even amongst teachers in training (Rajagopalan, 2020) where one would expect 

a more critical awareness of the native vs. non-native debate. This attitude is often attributed to 

context influence (the teachers, the materials used) (Kung & Wang, 2019; Barros, 2018; Filho et al., 

2017; Jenkins, 2014; Rajagopalan & Rajagopalan, 2005). Although there are plenty of studies showing 

the prestige learners associate with the Anglo-Saxon ways of speaking, there seems to be no 

information that draws on learners' reports about their experience with a language learning material 

and what they expect in terms of listening input, that is, whether they would prefer native or non-

native input only, or mostly, or why. To the best of my knowledge, no study has yet addressed learners' 

opinions on the pedagogic effectiveness or attractiveness of a material for beginners that only 

contains the General American English variety, which makes the evaluation of English M1 from the 

perspective of its end-users an important addition to the field of materials development. Research 

about the use of learners' L1 in self-access materials is also scarce. The following section discusses 

what previous research has found about the benefits of using learners' L1 in the classroom.  

 

7.2 Theoretical underpinnings of L1 use in SLA 

Monolingual practices, whereby a language is taught without reference to another language, have 

been rightly challenged in light of the potential benefits attributed to the use of learners' L1. The use 

of learners' L1 can positively impact both cognitive and social learning dimensions in SLA. For example, 

learners' prior knowledge is widely acknowledged as important for success in retaining new 

knowledge (Lethaby, 2018; Sweller, 2017) (previously discussed in chapter 5). In this sense, the use of 

learners' own language (Hall & G. Cooks's, 2012 preferred term) is an efficient and obvious way of 

drawing on prior knowledge (Brooks-Lewis, 2009), since learners' prior knowledge is encoded in the 

L1 (Cummins, 2007). Therefore, learners' familiarity with their L1 helps regulate and construct 

knowledge of the new language, such as through noticing similarities and differences (Horst et al., 

2010; Brooks-Lewis, 2009).  
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Researchers have convincingly argued that the L1 is a natural pedagogical resource that learners 

possess particularly in foreign language environments where exposure to the new language is limited 

(Butzkamm & Caldwell, 2009; Scott & De la Fuente, 2008; Harmer, 2007; Widdowson, 2003; V. Cook, 

2001). At the same time, abundant and significant exposure to the new language is also motivating 

and necessary for acquisition to take place (Wu, 2008; Turnbull, 2001). Excessive translation from and 

to the L1 has shown to hamper both accuracy and fluency during communicative output (Fernández, 

2015). This is why L1 use in, for instance, L1-L2 system comparisons are recommended to be 

embedded in communicative practice for greater efficiency (Ammar et al., 2010). For instance, in 

Kupferberg (1999) advanced level learners were asked to share unusual personal episodes (that is, a 

communicative need) and later these narratives were used for identification of past perfect forms, 

which were also translated (and contrasted) with learners' L1 (that is, responsive feedback based on 

actual language needs). It seems likely that with lower levels, embedding L1 use with communicative 

practice might be less likely to happen as learners still have significant limitations in the ways they can 

use the L2 for communication. The following section presents what research has identified as 

potentially good use of learners' L1.  

 

7.2.1 Principled use of learners' L1 in the L2 classroom  

Considering social dimensions in the language classroom, there are strong arguments showing the L1 

can help with conveying meaning, explaining grammar, organising classroom activities, maintaining 

discipline, building rapport, forming relationships between teachers and learners, reducing anxiety 

and intersubjectivity (Levine, 2014; Littlewood & Yu, 2011; Kim & Elder, 2008; V. Cook, 2001). The use 

of the L1 for dealing with sensitive cultural issues has also been perceived as a moral obligation and 

needed condition for an affective learning environment (Nikula, 2007; Edstrom, 2006; Johnston, 

2003).  

 

Cognitively speaking, the L1 can be used in several ways. For instance, Laufer and Girsai (2008) 

advocated that when translating, learners "push output" and "notice", which are conditions for 

language learning (Schmidt, 2012; Swain, 1985). The translation is an elaborated form of processing 

that leads to better memory encoding (G. Cook, 2010). In Bruton (2007), learners participated in a 

whole-class, collaborative, teacher-oriented activity in which an L1 written text was orally translated 

(and later written down) into the L2 with the help of a bilingual dictionary. Although not a 

communicative-principled activity, this was found effective for delayed recall of vocabulary meaning 

and spelling. Another form of translation is providing learners with L2-L1 equivalents. Taking into 

account semantic content is stored conceptually rather than linguistically (Campbell, 2002) and that 
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word-to-word equivalences between L1 and L2 exist and can be explored beneficially, particularly in 

concrete words (Campbell, 2002), translation is recommended for quick delivery of semantic content. 

 

Code-switching, which consists of alternating between languages (often the L1 and the L2) in the same 

utterance and/or conversation is also considered potentially positive (Greer, 2007; Benson, 2001). For 

instance, alternating between learners' L1 and L2 in the classroom has been found to enhance the 

learning experience in different ways. It improves intermediate-level learners' recall of phrasal verbs 

(J. H. Lee & Levine, 2018). It enhances comprehension of specificities (V. Cook, 2001), saves time, 

avoids confusion, aids the learning of the L2 and is pleasing to learners (Levine, 2003; Briggs, 2001). 

Code-switching strengthens the potential of an explicit focus on grammatical forms and vocabulary 

(particularly if combined with practice) in its potential to lead to comprehension and/or learning of 

grammar and accuracy development (McManus & Marsden, 2017; Levine, 2014). Explicit corrective 

feedback in the L1 significantly improves recognition and production of the target forms (De la Fuente, 

2015). L1 use in consciousness-raising form-focused tasks reduces the cognitive load with particularly 

difficult tasks and increases grammar acquisition (Scott & De la Fuente, 2008).  

 

Another common use of learners' L1 is in crosslinguistic awareness-raising activities. Crosslinguistic 

comparisons are helpful in several areas including phonological (such as words that sound similar), 

pragmatics (like paralinguistic features), metacognitive and metalinguistic strategies (for instance, 

vocabulary acquisition strategies) or transfer of linguistic meaning (Cummins, 2007), such as cognates 

(White & Horst, 2012) or particularly different patterns (Ortega, 2013). Students' awareness of L1-L2 

differences, formed through explicit instruction and comparison, has been found to correlate with 

correct judgement and construction of questions in English (Ammar et al., 2010).  

 

It is important to stress that all studies mentioned above refer to a principled use of the L1, that is, it 

must serve a clear and intentional pedagogical purpose (Lee & Levine, 2018). L1 use should not 

become a resource for when teachers are tired or when learners deviate focus on the task (Macaro, 

2006). At the same time, L2 use should not be maximized to an extent that the L1 is stigmatized 

(Macaro, 2009). A valid point has been made to say that teachers should use learners' L1 because of 

the inherent merits of this strategy (Macaro, 2009). The use of the L1 has been particularly helpful 

with beginner levels (De la Fuente & Goldenberg, 2020; Kerr, 2019; LittleWood & Yu, 2011; Alegría de 

la Colina & García Mayo, 2009). The strategic uses of learners' L1 should be replaced by L2-based 

strategies as soon as learners' proficiency in the L2 allows (Littlewood & Yu, 2011). In a nutshell, the 

studies referred to indicate that learners' L1 can be used for social and cognitive language learning 
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matters. Studies addressing learners' opinions about the role of the L1 when learning an L2 have 

shown similar results, as shown next.  

 

7.2.2 Learners' perceptions of L1 use 

There is consistent evidence that learners feel positive about the use of their L1 in the L2 classroom 

and consider it beneficial on both cognitive and social dimensions (B. Turnbull, 2018; Scheffler et al., 

2017; Sa’D & Qadermazi, 2015; Scheffler, 2013; Brooks-Lewis, 2009; Rolin-Ianziti & Varshney, 2008; 

Chavez, 2003). Rolin-Ianziti and Varshney (2008) found that most of the beginner-level French learners 

in their study preferred L1 use for classroom management and attributed a positive affective role to 

code-switching as it reduced anxiety and improved comprehension of difficult grammar and task 

instructions. However, these learners also feared becoming lazy as they perceived a lack of challenge 

when using the L1, which may suggest that the L1 was used (at least sometimes) too much in a way 

that was not exactly principled (that is, it led them to feel the L1 could be damaging their progress). In 

Scheffler (2013), learners welcomed judicious use of translation combined with metalinguistic 

reflection, even in comparison to communicatively-oriented consciousness-raising activities. In 

Brooks-Lewis (2009), beginner EFL learners reported that the use of the L1 made learning possible by 

allowing them to understand what was being said and participate in the classroom, as well as 

promoting confidence and a sense of achievement. Turkish learners of English favoured the use of the 

L1 in the classroom and considered it important for affective reasons as well as for understanding the 

differences between Turkish and English (Kocaman & Aslan, 2018). A group of Iranian EFL learners' 

reasons for favouring L1 use were clarification and intelligibility of instructions and (grammar) 

explanations, efficiency and ease of learning and avoidance of misunderstanding (Sa’D & Qadermazi, 

2015). Particularly because of how English differs from Polish, Polish learners of English found that 

their L1 was needed for better comprehension of grammar and lexical use (Scheffler et al., 2017).  

 

In Brazil, Corcoran (2010) has addressed teachers about their reasons for refraining from using 

Portuguese or using it with a sense of guilt. Corcoran found that overall, there is an "unwritten rule" 

which informs all teachers that learners (and other stakeholders such as school administrators) want 

English to be used all the time. Consequently, the teachers interviewed explained that they navigate 

from not using Portuguese to only using it as a last resort (mostly with lower levels). The judicious use 

of learners' L1 is widely acknowledged as potentially beneficial and evidence suggests that learners in 

general have also embraced such benefits. Besides that, these findings are based on classroom 

research. Despite extensively searching, no study has yet addressed learners about their views on L1 
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use in materials, particularly beginner learners using self-access materials in Brazil. The section that 

follows describes how AmE and Portuguese are used in English M1. 

 

7.3 Presenting the use of Portuguese and AmE in English M1 

This section describes where English and Portuguese were used in English M1 and why. It begins with 

the use of English.  

 

7.3.1 The English used in the material and where it is used 

The English variety used in English M1 is General American English. Based on our (the developers of 

English M1) previous experience as English learners and teachers in Brazil, we had many reasons to 

assume that the North American model (accent) would be the best variety to the beginner-level target 

audience of English M1. As Brazilians, we know that the American accent and culture is ubiquitous in 

the country. This should make comprehension of American-based listening input easier to 

comprehend than accents from other varieties (like the British one). Furthermore, our classroom 

experience had led us to believe that the American pronunciation would appeal more to learners' 

needs. 

 

The use of General American English is mostly noticeable in the accent that features in the audios in 

the units and in the animated episodes AAY. Except for the character Rosa, which was recorded by a 

Brazilian speaker, all voices in the material were recorded by either people born in Canada or the US. 

However, the units make no references to how Rosa's English compares to the other 

(American/Canadian Englishes), or to the possibility of it being a more realistic model for Brazilian 

learners to achieve. In regards to spelling and lexical choices, the North American standard was 

maintained. Occasionally, references are made to the British English variety in regards to spelling. The 

English language is mainly used in situations where target grammar and vocabulary are presented 

(such as vocabulary lists and example sentences). Another motivation for not including the British or 

any other variety was that we considered this unnecessary at a beginner level and potentially 

overwhelming and difficult to be assimilated.   

 

7.3.2 Where and how Portuguese is used in the material 

Because English M1 was designed for learners at the A1 level, we opted for writing the units 

predominantly in Portuguese. We hoped that this would contribute towards accessibility. Broadly 
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speaking, Portuguese is used for grammar and vocabulary explanations, motivational/building rapport 

moments and linguistic comparisons. Units begin with an objectives list in Portuguese. This is followed 

by a Portuguese-written section that informs learners of the target content (such as "in this unit, you 

are going to learn vocabulary about food") and reminds them of the storyline in AAY, making the 

connection between the plot and the current unit (such as "In the episode Rosa went shopping for 

food. In this unit we will see how to ask for prices..."). Next, grammar and pronunciation explanations 

are provided in Portuguese (with examples in English). The unit ends with a Portuguese-written 

summary of what was taught in that unit and what the target content in the next unit is. Learners' L1 

is also used to provide contextualization to how certain expressions/words are employed or what they 

mean (see Figure 29).  

 

 

 

Figure 29 Comprehensive information of word meaning delivered in learners' L1. This example shows that instead 
of only providing the translation of words in the L2-L1 glossary, there is additional information about ways of cooking 
meat and indicating the doneness of the meat.  

 

 

Portuguese is extensively used through translations. Generally speaking, translations are presented in 

two different ways: in example sentences and in L2-L1 marginal glosses (extensively used throughout 

the unit). The glosses can be found on the margin of paragraphs written in Portuguese where words 

in English are used occasionally (see Figure 29 above), when example sentences are translated (see 

Figure 30), when words in English are presented to show a particular content (see Figure 31) and in 

the vocabulary sections (see Figure 32). Translations are also provided in cognate words, such as hero 

(herói), tornado (tornado) and buffalo (búfalo). Exceptions to this are the lists of colours (presented 

with a visual representation) and countries (presented with flags and spellings that are either fairly 

similar to Portuguese or commonly used in Brazil).  
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Figure 30 Sentences translated to learners' L1. 

 

 

Figure 31 L2-L1 glossary on the margin. 

 

Note. Translation: Listen to the word pairs and compare them. Repeat for practice.  

 

 

 

Figure 32 Vocabulary lists with L2-L1 glossary. 
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Another use of Portuguese is in comparisons between both languages' structures, highlighting 

particular similarities and differences. Such comparisons are sometimes restricted to a visual emphasis 

where equivalences between both languages are in bold (see Figure 33).  

 

 

 

Figure 33  L2-L1 equivalent sentences. 

 

Note. Bold is used for clear identification of the equivalent forms. 

 

There are other, more explicit and elaborate comparisons between the systems of both languages, in 

which both a visual reference (in bold) and a written commentary are provided. For instance, an 

explanation about how the different languages position the prepositions with, to and for when asking 

questions (Figure 34).  
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Figure 34  L2-L1 comparative use of prepositions. 

 

Note. Bold is used for clear identification of prepositions and their position in the sentence. 

Translation: In English, questions like: (...) Present an order that differs from the order used in 

Portuguese, that is, the prepositions (with, to, for) are at the end of the sentence. See table: 

 

Comparisons between English and Portuguese also occur to explain how to produce sounds in English 

that are non-existent in Portuguese phonology. For instance, Unit 03 presents the voiced /ð/ and the 

unvoiced /θ/ ‘th’ sounds, which do not exist in the Portuguese phonology, as in “mother” and 

“thanks”, respectively. Unit 07 calls attention to the different ‘s’ sounds in the third-person singular 

present tense verbs, as they can have an /s/, /z/ or /Iz/ sound (a difference Brazilian learners find 

difficult to distinguish and produce), as in stops, plays and watches, respectively. In both cases, 

learners are invited (in Portuguese) to practice these sounds through extensive repetition of the words 

in English and correct mouth (lips, tongue) movement. The following section presents an evaluation 

of the use of Portuguese and AmE in English M1 from the perspective of the literature presented in 

this chapter.  
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7.4 The literature-based evaluation and my reflection as an insider 

Following an evaluative approach (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018), this section investigates the use of 

AmE and Portuguese and their likely impact on learners' experience with English M1 from the 

perspective of the literature presented. It attempts to assess the worth of using Portuguese and AmE 

in the specific context of English M1 and its users. As an insider in the development of the material, 

this stage also considers my views on how Portuguese and AmE were meant to impact learners. The 

next section focuses on the use of AmE. This is followed by considerations on the use of Portuguese.  

 

7.4.1 The use of American English  

This section begins by exploring how using almost exclusively the AmE model of English (a native 

model) might have affected learners who used English M1. Considering the influence instructional 

materials have on shaping learners' beliefs (Kung & Wang, 2019; Jenkins, 2014), this exclusivity might 

have led learners to assume that non-native models are not good (or perhaps not as good) role models 

to feature in materials (Bayyurt & Dewey, 2020; Vettorel, 2016). Particularly in light of the local context 

of the development of English M1, where hiring Brazilian speakers of English would be easier than 

other speakers (American or not), the little use of the local variety (in Rosa only) might have stressed 

assumptions or beliefs that native models are better role models. Besides that, only using AmE might 

have deprived learners of a chance to learn from more achievable models (Kerr, 2019). Perhaps a 

wider variety of speakers and accents might have raised learners' awareness of the importance of 

intelligibility and communicative strategies (such as accommodation strategies) that would more likely 

be relevant to future uses of the language with both native and non-native speakers (Sifakis, 2009) 

and steer them away from wanting to imitate native accents (Veitch, 2020; Muyan & Tupaz, 2017; 

Swan, 2017). Finally, more varied English models would also likely have motivated learners to embrace 

their way of speaking as Brazilians (Muyan & Tupaz, 2017; Wang & Jenkins, 2016; Walkinshaw & 

Duong, 2012). 

 

However, it could be argued that, at their level, English M1 users might not be able to comfortably 

(and reasonably) deal with alternative non-native speaker norms, in a "post-normative" pedagogy 

(where the notion of right and wrong is not always clear) and a "dynamic" set of forms (Cogo & Dewey, 

2012) that ELF-based pedagogies entail. In this sense, the fact that English M1 attempted to provide 

language knowledge that enables learners to experience English in a standardized way is likely to be 

precisely what learners want (Swan, 2017). There is overwhelming evidence that learners, particularly 
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Brazilian learners who have little opportunity to experience English as a lingua franca (as defined in 

Hall, 2017 interaction between non-native speakers who do not share the same L1) enjoy learning 

from native-speaker models and consider them more relevant to their needs (Barros, 2018; Filho et 

al., 2017; Corcoran, 2011). Therefore, the use of AmE probably positively impacted learners and added 

to their motivation. The use of Portuguese was also a decision made based on what we assumed 

English M1 learners would prefer and need. How this might have influenced their experience with the 

material is discussed in the following subsection. 

 

7.4.2 The use of learner's L1  

Given the self-access nature of English M1 and the importance of explicitness in self-learning 

environments (Stubbé & Theunissen, 2008), the use of Portuguese is likely to have positively 

contributed to learners’ experience. For instance, the fact that the units’ objectives, introduction, 

grammatical explanations, pronunciation explanations, vocabulary use explanations and the closure 

were written in Portuguese probably meant that learners had straightforward access to what they 

were supposed to learn. This is also likely to have increased their awareness to make informed 

decisions and manage their learning, such as when judging what to read carefully and what to skip 

(Levine, 2014; Stubbé & Theunissen, 2008; Hurd et al., 2001). Another area that was probably 

enhanced because of the use of Portuguese was affective involvement (Littlewood & Yu, 2011; Kim & 

Elder, 2008). The friendly and colloquial tone in which the L1 was used may have reduced anxiety and 

promoted affective support (Levine, 2014; Littlewood & Yu, 2011; Kim & Elder, 2008). Portuguese-

written grammar explanations probably helped learners to save time, avoid confusion (decreasing 

intersubjectivity) and increased the sense of satisfaction in using the material (Levine, 2003; Briggs, 

2001). Also, the use of Portuguese probably reduced the cognitive load, which is particularly important 

at initial levels (Alegría de la Colina & García Mayo, 2009; Scott & De la Fuente, 2008).  

  

Resorting to learners' L1 as background knowledge (such as in explicit comparisons between the 

systems of both languages) may have facilitated learning, but only to a certain extent. For instance, 

comparisons between Portuguese and English in matters related to syntax may have increased 

noticeably, consequently increasing learning chances (McManus & Marsden, 2017; Levine, 2014; 

Cummins, 2007), as well as allowing learners to transfer their skills from one language to the other. 

However, there was very little practice, particularly communicative practice, in which language is 

produced with a focus on meaning. Research findings insist that L1 use must be judicious and involve 

learners actually producing L2 language (McManus & Marsden, 2017; Horst et al., 2010; M. Turnbull, 

2001). The limited meaning-focused interaction promoted in English M1, which is inherent to the self-
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access nature of the material, may have compromised the benefits usually attributed to the attention 

(noticing) and transfer that can result from explicit L1-L2 comparison (Long, 1996).  

  

In what concerns vocabulary learning, the L2-L1 glossaries next to the vocabulary sections might not 

have been significantly efficient in leading to lexical acquisition. Benefits in translating are often linked 

with the cognitive effort learners make when actively translating (Bruton, 2007; Swain, 1985), 

generating a more elaborate memory encoding (G. Cook, 2010). Whilst the L2-L1 glossaries in the 

vocabulary lists promote conscious noticing of the meaning of the words, which is a condition for 

learning (Nation, 2013), it is not a sufficient condition (Webb & Nation, 2017). However, if learners 

opt for dedicating their attention to the L1 translation as well as to the visual input and the examples, 

according to the dual-coding theory, this type of processing may lead to meaningful interconnections, 

reinforcing information and promoting greater depth of processing and better recall (Ramezanali & 

Faez, 2019; Sadoski & Paivio, 2001).  On a negative side, the L2-L1 glossary may forge a habit in which 

learners immediately search for word translation instead of trying to think and using other clues to 

guess word meaning. Furthermore, the glossaries in the vocabulary lists may lead to demotivation 

given the little challenge associated with being given L1 equivalents (Littlewood & Yu, 2011; Rolin-

Ianziti & Varshney, 2008), possibly causing learners to dismiss the illustrations and the example 

sentences that accompany the lexical lists. Nevertheless, this is very speculative, since the material 

does not provide any guidance or tips about the affordances of the vocabulary section in a way to 

guide learners towards more efficient ways of engaging with it. The following section presents the 

data collected in the interviews with the learners. It evaluates the use of Portuguese and AmE from 

their perspective.  

 

7.5 Data presentation: learners-based evaluation  

This section addresses the learners and their reported experience with the use of AmE and Portuguese 

(their L1) in English M1. Learners have been addressed in this study because post-use evaluation is 

perceived as the best moment for identifying the value of a language learning material (McDonough 

et al., 2013). Following the necessary standards of validity in qualitative data analysis (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2017), learners' reports are presented in a detailed and contextualised way. During the 

interviews, participants were prompted with parts of the material where Portuguese and English 

(AmE) were used for enhanced recall and improving quality of the reports (Lavrakas, 2008). 

Respondents were initially asked broader rather than specific questions (as advised in P. Tomlinson, 

1989) about the languages in the material. As with the other aspects investigated (discussed in 

chapters 5 and 6), learners were addressed about this topic in a semi-structured way. There was a 
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certain flexibility during the interviews as I probed into learners' responses and some of the topics 

were addressed more organically through the discussion.  

 

7.5.1 English  

As a starting point of the topic 'AmE', participants were asked "What did you think about the voices in 

the material, how did they sound to you?". As already mentioned in the previous chapters, participants 

dedicated little time or attributed little importance to listening to the audio in the units (see section 

5.6.7 for learners' reasons for not listening to the oral rendition of the texts in CaG) and watching the 

episodes (see section 6.8.2 for learners' reports about their low interest in AAY). This means that they 

listened to a rather small fraction of the number of recordings available in the material. Besides that, 

data analysis showed that learners' opinions about English accents are not only informed by their 

experience listening to the audios in English M1, but also by other experiences. Four themes emerged 

in the analysis of the data, as the following sections bring. 

 

7.5.1.1 Preference for AmE: sensible pragmatism 

The most recurrent idea (referred to by sixteen respondents out of twenty-four) was the prestige 

associated with native English (particularly North American English) and the native speaker as a model 

to be followed. For instance, although P02 39:00 said that she had no preference for a specific 

nationality, Americans speaking in English are better "training to the ear". P04 seemed a bit reticent 

to express (perhaps reluctant to acknowledge his opinion) the idea that native speakers are better 

role models than non-native speakers, saying that he was not sure whether he should describe the 

native-speaker "pronunciation" as "more correct", but at least "closer to what is spoken there" [in 

English speaking countries], which is, in the end, what learners need to learn, he said. As a masters 

degree student in Portugal, P04 had had ten lessons with a British English teacher and one of his 

classmates was American. Although he only referred to contact with native English speakers, it seems 

likely that being in a European university, he also communicated in English with non-native speakers. 

This is to say that P04's preference for native standards is not likely to be the result of not ever 

experiencing English as a lingua franca. He identified a standard in native English that made him 

consider native models as more efficient for pedagogical purposes.  

 

P07 17:00 argued that "We must listen to natives, right? Because the moment you watch a movie (...) 

you listen to a song (...) you're listening to a native speaker, so, we can't train our ear to comprehend 

tupiniquins only, you know?". Originally, the word tupiniquins designates the South American peoples 
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who were the first inhabitants of South America. However, it is commonly used in a derogatory way 

to refer to Brazilians who speak English with a heavy Brazilian accent. She meant that understanding 

the English spoken by Brazilians does not mean one can actually understand English. These reports 

evince the belief that good English speakers are those who distance themselves from their L1 (in terms 

of accent) and approximate or become identical to those who speak English as an L1. What P07 is 

arguing is that if she only learns from Brazilian speakers of English, she will not be able to recognize 

what native speakers say or be understood by them. She is not saying that learning from Brazilians is 

always bad, but always learning from Brazilians is not as efficient as learning from Brazilians and other 

English speakers, particularly native ones. 

 

Preference for native English was also associated with a perception that learning native English is more 

useful and, in one aspect, easier. P19 34:00 explained that native speakers and non-native speakers 

have different fluency levels, the reason why it is best if learners are exposed to the original "accent 

and fluency" as a way of preventing them from learning the wrong way. Similarly, P22 also argued that 

learning from Brazilians might not prepare learners for communication with native speakers, or at 

least not as well as if they had learnt from native accents from the beginning. P25 24:00 said that 

listening to native speakers is better because he "wants to be able to listen to real English". P25 also 

referred to the idea of "standard" as the main reason why native accents are preferred. He believed 

that learning from native English speakers means learning from a more standard accent, consequently, 

a model that is more likely to allow him to effectively communicate with natives as well as other non-

native speakers who also learned from native models. P08 and P10 said that given the inevitable 

variability of the language even within one same country, learning from speakers from varied 

countries would imply exposure to a wide range of accents which would make learning impossible 

given the lack of uniformity.  

 

P24 14:00 said that his preference for native American English is not because he thinks AmE is better 

than the English in other native countries–although he thinks it is better than the English in non-native 

countries–but because Brazilians are more used to the AmE in movies and video-game than to other 

Englishes. This participant made a joke about the North American influence in Brazil. He said: "they 

are the centre of the universe, everything happens there, even the aliens only go there, and the end 

of the world always begins there".  What he meant was that there is no point in learning a different 

English if it is the North American English that is used all over the world and that we, as Brazilians, are 

exposed to every time we are exposed to English. Learners should simply opt for what is going to be 

more useful. In other words, unless learners had the specific need of learning a specific variety of 
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English (whether it is another native or a non-native model), favouring AmE is just reasonable. P24 

strengthened his argument by factoring in the level of the users of English M1. He said that beginners 

require as easy as possible input, which is, for him, AmE. Likewise, P17 14:00 argued that she would 

not be able to "pronounce words with the British accent" whereas the "English in the United States is 

a lot easier for us here". Likewise, P23 argued that the AmE is the one that learners should learn 

because of the economic and political power of the United States, which puts their way of speaking in 

English in evidence. These views suggest a preference for AmE for reasons of pragmatism and 

perception that it is going to be more easily learned than other native Englishes. It is perceived as 

common-sense rather than an intrinsic desire to approximate the native model.  

 

When asked about her preferences in terms of native or non-native speakers, the Spanish teacher P26 

44:00 explained that she had been recently considering this about her Spanish preferences. She 

believed that she had reached a stage in her Spanish proficiency in which it was about time to "learn 

Spanish as natives do" and no longer as a "foreign language learner". She used the word "overcome" 

to express the idea of moving from a stage in which she mostly interacts with other Brazilian speakers 

of Spanish and to begin to "live the language" and experience Spanish outside Brazil. It is implicit in 

her comments that language learners only actually use an L2 when outside instructional environments 

with speakers who do not share their L1, that is, in situations where the L2 is indeed needed. This 

suggests a demotivating aspect of monolingual classrooms (like in Brazil) where English-enabled 

interactions are often associated with language learning (or skills development) and not with an actual 

communicative need. P26 realised that just like native Spanish-based interactions are different from the 

interactions she has had with other Brazilian Spanish speakers, learning English from native models is likely 

to promote a whole new level of learning development not likely to be contemplated if learning were 

always restricted to Brazilian English speakers.  

 

In sum, participants expressed that preference for AmE is not motivated by integrative motives or an 

intrinsic desire to approximate to the native culture, or the native model of speaking. Preference for native 

models, and, more specifically, AmE, is mostly about perceived relevance, pedagogical effectiveness and 

sense of familiarity. The following section is concerned with one participant who revealed a strong level of 

admiration for the native English.  

 

7.5.1.2 Preference for native accents, an intrinsic admiration  

Slightly different to what was identified in the previous section as participants' reasons for favouring 

native accents, it was possible to identify in P10's 26:00 comments some level of admiration towards 
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the native speaker. He reasoned that he is already used to listening to Brazilians speaking in English 

when he goes to the English classroom and listens to the teacher, so there is nothing exciting about it. 

However, "we feel more curious to listen when it is a native speaker", and added "oh, an American is 

coming, a British is coming, right? Oh, let's go and see!", indicating he perceives native speakers as 

interesting and attractive because of their distinctive value. Whilst this opinion might suggest little or 

no awareness of the current status of English as a global language, this participant had already used 

English with other non-native English speakers outside Brazil. P10 spent some time in Haiti where he 

used English to interact with local Haitians as well as other non-native speakers (Japanese and 

Argentinians). In this sense, preference for the AmE model cannot be explained by a lack of awareness 

of the legitimacy of other models, but by a sense of relevance, as a model that appeals to his personal 

interest more than others. Participants also expressed their views about learning English from 

Brazilian speakers of English, as discussed next.  

 

7.5.1.3 Advantages and disadvantages in the Brazilian accent 

Participants were prompted with a question regarding whether they considered listening to Brazilians 

speaking in English (such as Rosa) good for their learning development. Participants attributed one 

advantage to being exposed to Brazilians speaking in English: the increased chances of intelligibility, 

which they described as a condition for learners to be able to learn and not to give up. Eleven 

participants (P02, P03, P06, P07, P09, P11, P12, P14, P23, P25 and P26) referred to familiarity with the 

way Brazilians speak as well as the reduced pace in comparison to native speakers, as the reasons why 

listening to Brazilians is easier. P06 32:00 said that "Brazilians pronounce every word (...) a native 

speaker speaks fast; speaks the way they normally do". P23 argued that at initial levels it is best to be 

exposed to Brazilians for easier comprehension, but native speakers should be incorporated as soon 

as possible so the learners can "improve" and "polish" their speaking skills. 

 

Participants' impressions that listening to Rosa was easier is supported in an analysis of the characters' 

number of words pronounced per minute. In the five episodes analysed, Rosa speaks fewer syllables 

per minute in comparison to two other characters. For instance, in episode 2, Rosa speaks 150 syllables 

per minute, whilst two other characters that had their voices recorded by Canadians spoke 187 and 

270 syllables per minute respectively. Differences in the other episodes are not as extreme, but still 

significant. For instance, in episode 3 Rosa speaks 139 syllables per minute whilst Dube speaks 185 

syllables per minute. In episode 1, Rosa speaks 106 syllables per minute whilst Carly speaks 190 

syllables per minute. In other words, Rosa speaks more slowly and this is not explained by her making 

exaggerated pauses. As mentioned previously (section 6.6.3), there was very little direction of the 
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actors (such as requests for reduced speech rate or longer pauses). It could be speculated that perhaps 

because Rosa's voice actor has lived in Canada for some time (although it is not known for how long, 

it is known that she teaches at a local university), she may have approximated her speech rate to that 

of the Canadians. Conceivably, a Brazilian who has had no significant interaction with native English 

speakers might have a speech rate even slower than that of Rosa's actor and therefore, an easier to 

process input for other Brazilian learners.  

 

P05 raised some concerns in regards to learning English from/with Brazilians. He had a private English 

teacher at the time of the interview and shared that he had doubts and concerns that the only reason 

his teacher could understand his English was that, as a Brazilian, he identified the mistake and the 

intended meaning, and not because P05's communicative skills in English were good. This respondent 

also referred to the word teacher which Brazilian learners often pronounce as /ˈtʃitʃə/ instead of 

/ˈtiːtʃə/ because of L1 transfer. He explained that although he knows that /ˈtʃitʃə/ is wrong and the 

result of applying an L1 phonological rule, in the case of the pronunciation of the words about you, he 

is not sure whether the t and you should be linked and sound like /tʃjuː/ or whether this is something 

Brazilians do because they are wrongly employing a Portuguese rule to English. P05 said these are 

examples of why learning from Brazilians can be deceiving. P05's arguments are reasonable taking into 

account that learners' with the same L1 have a comparable representation of the L2 system and they 

sometimes can comprehend each other because of L1 influence in what they are saying, possibly even 

reinforcing wrong interlanguage patterns (Ammar et al., 2010). In this sense, the interaction between 

learners of different L1s is more likely to evidence errors and gaps in meaning, which motivates 

noticing (Schmidt, 2012) and also negotiation for meaning (Long, 1996), important drivers of language 

acquisition. In English M1, however, there is no interaction of this kind. Learners' exposure to English 

is of a receptive nature. In this sense, the advantages attributed to listening to non-native speakers 

are related to perceived facilitation when processing comprehension of oral input (because they do 

not speak as fast). 

 

P03 33:00 also identified Rosa's English as easier to comprehend. Like the other participants, she said 

this was because she had already heard other Brazilians speaking in English and felt that the way Rosa 

spoke was familiar. For this reason, she said that the material should have used Brazilian voice actors. 

However, unlike the other participants, P03 showed no interest in also learning from native models. 

She criticised English M1 because she felt that she was being demanded an effort to reach something 

(AmE accent) that she had no interest in. She sounded very genuine when asking what was expected 

of her as a Brazilian learner of English being exposed to AmE speakers which, she argued, were difficult 
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to comprehend: "Should I speak like them or should I not speak like them?". P03's question is a clear 

indicator of the need to provide learners with information about what is expected of them, what is 

plausible to strive for in light of their level and the self-access nature of their studies. Although 

comfortable intelligibility should be the primary goal for learners, this does not seem to be yet 

recognised by them. It is not an obvious shift to go from the traditional 'sounding like a native speaker 

to the 'easily understood' goal, especially when materials continue to prioritize native models. P03's 

question is evidence that English M1 leaves it entirely to the learner to judge whether they should 

speak like the voice actors or not, which leads to anxiety and a sense of feeling lost.  Although P03 

revealed a tendency that is contrary to the majority of the participants in terms of wanting to learn 

from and approximate to native models, her arguments that learning from native speakers at her level 

is too difficult was also the reason why participants expressed that they welcome non-native speakers 

(besides Brazilians) in learning materials, as shown next.  

 

7.5.1.4 Listening comprehension of non-native speakers is easier 

Respondents expressed a preference for comprehensible listening input more than listening to native 

English speakers as their priority is to be able to comfortably process the input. They favoured 

simplified and/or slow speech speed. These ideas were shared by ten participants (P02, P03, P04, P05, 

P12, P14, P15, P16, P20 and P26). P04 said that "the best, in the beginning, is to be able to understand" 

regardless of who is speaking. This learner believes that native input is likely to be more difficult which 

makes him prefer, at his current level, non-native input. Although P15 seems to believe that good 

English speakers speak fast, he also expressed that fast speech should not be the standard model for 

learners at initial levels. P26 42:00 (the Spanish teacher) stressed that beginners need the opportunity 

to feel that "learning is taking place", which is only going to happen if the input is adjusted to their 

level, she reasoned. She shared that in one situation, in three different listening-based automatic-

correction activities, she got all answers wrong, which made her consider whether she had any hearing 

impairment. She said that not being able to comprehend was extremely demotivating. In the 

classroom teachers can build an affective atmosphere and support poor performance with words of 

encouragement and recommending learning strategies that would address learners' specific needs. 

But such support is not as straightforward when feedback is automated. Activities with automated 

right/wrong feedback offer learners very little opportunity (if any) to understand their mistakes and 

experience learning from their mistakes. Simply knowing that all answers are wrong (as P26 reported) 

without receiving further explanation or guidance on the why does very little for learners' 

development. This is evidence that materials need to provide learning strategies that they can choose 

from depending on what they perceive to be their needs.  
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Associated with participants' views that they need easy-to-process input was their impression that 

non-native English speakers are easier to understand than native speakers. Some participants (P02, 

P04, P05, P06, P07, P23 and P26) expressed that exposure to non-native speakers of English other 

than Brazilians would probably be the most beneficial input when it comes to facilitating 

comprehension. P05 shared an experience listening to a Slovenian speaking in English and his 

perception that understanding this accent was a lot easier than the audios in English M1 recorded by 

North Americans, even though this Slovenian was not adjusting his speech to learners. P05 also 

compared the audios in English M1 with Hollywood movies where most actors speak a variety of 

English that could be loosely termed ‘Standard American’. He was surprised that English M1 offered 

more challenging listening than American movies. In a playful tone, he said that the voice actors in the 

material had traumatized him. Although this learners' belief is unlikely to be true about most materials 

and Hollywood movies are not likely to be easier to understand than the listening input in language 

learning materials, the voice actors in English M1 did not receive any orientation towards making their 

input more learner friendly. Rather the opposite, they spoke at a rate above what is considered normal 

(Buck, 2001). Throughout the interview, P05 mentioned that up until using English M1, he always 

opted for restricting his English learning experiences to the development of reading skills as he 

considered the other skills (particularly speaking and listening) less important to his needs. Even if 

P05's opinion may have been influenced by a lack of exposure to listening to English and might have 

been exaggerated, he was able to detect that the way the voice actors spoke had not been adjusted 

to learners' levels, which is true. This stresses the importance of delivering content that can be 

reasonably processed by learners as the contrary is likely to drive them away from even trying to 

process it. 

 

P06, P07, P09 and P26 said that, ideally, all the audios should have been delivered in two versions: a 

native- and a Brazilian-English version. They believe this would help them notice more clearly what it 

is that they need to work on to approximate their speech to the standard models. P08 recommended 

that materials should always inform the nationality of the speaker (regardless of the speaker being 

native or non-native). She said that she appreciated this in previous experiences learning Spanish 

because being able to distinguish one variety from the other allowed her to direct the effort towards 

a more standard accent (as opposed to attempting to learn different accents which would be 

impractical). It is arguable that from a financial perspective, putting on two (or more) audio tracks of 

a text that has already been written and designed to be recorded would not significantly increase 

development expenses. At the same time, from what these participants have shared, learners would 
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appreciate it because of all the affordances that listening to the same text recorded by different 

people/accents would be made available.  

 

The accepting attitude towards Brazilian and other non-native English speakers seems to be 

underpinned by an assumption that such speakers, if selected to feature in materials, would have a 

certain standard of English that is very similar to the native model, with the added benefit of not 

speaking so fast. For example, P26 45:00 said that she does not consider it "a problem that non-native 

English speakers, Brazilians" are used in materials for learners" as long as they speak in English with a 

certain level of accuracy". What she means is that learning from Brazilians who are proficient English 

speakers may result in a type of English that only minimally deviates from native models. In summary, 

participants prefer to learn from native speakers motivated by a belief that they maintain a pattern of 

language use (less variability) and value (used worldwide) that is more likely to bring benefits, an 

advantage they would not find when learning from Brazilian (or other non-native) speakers of English. 

At the same time, when it comes to listening comprehension, none of this matters if the input is so 

difficult that they cannot comprehend, which is the reason why, at their level, they understand that 

they might still need easier input (either from Brazilians or other non-native speakers or native 

speakers adjusting their speech speed) as a starting point. The following section presents the data 

concerning learners' views about the use of Portuguese in English M1.  

 

7.5.2 The use of learners' L1 

Learners were prompted with a question about their impressions on having Portuguese in the 

material. Participants' responses revealed that, overall, this was perceived as highly beneficial. Three 

main themes were identified during the data analysis. The first two correspond to two functions 

learners attributed to Portuguese in the material. The third is about what learners perceive as bad use 

of L1. 

 

7.5.2.1 Portuguese for clear and efficient delivery of information 

All but one participant expressed that the way Portuguese and English was distributed in the units was 

adequate, especially considering their low level. For example, P15 11:00 emphatically said that taking 

into account that he had never studied English before, “nothing written in Portuguese in the material 

was excessive”, revealing a large dependence on his L1 to go through the units. Like him, most 

participants considered the use of Portuguese a condition to read the material. For example, P16 29:00 
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argued that "an explanation is something that needs to be understood" and it cannot be understood 

well enough in a language that learners know very little. Similarly, P17 31:00 argued that "if we are 

learning we don't know yet, so, how can we be expected to receive everything in English and translate 

everything to Portuguese?, and added: "If we don't know something how can we learn it in a language 

that we don't know?". P06 used the word "comfortable" to describe how Portuguese affected her 

experience and hypothesized that if everything had been written in English it would be 

"demotivating", "prejudicial" and less clear. However, when at a more advanced level, she expects 

less Portuguese. Whilst it is reasonable that learners, at a low level, would consider the use of 

Portuguese necessary, these reports suggest that learners have had very little exposure to reading in 

English as they seemed scared of the possibility of being delivered a language learning material 

entirely in English. This might have to do with the self-access learning environment, where learners 

expect clarity as this is not a type of learning environment where things can be implied for them to 

assume because, different from the classroom, there are no teachers to identify and correct 

misunderstandings.  

 

Another recurrent idea was that the use of Portuguese contributed to learners' motivation and, to 

some extent, compensated for the intrinsically challenging conditions of self-learning. P04 37:00 said 

that the mixed-use of Portuguese and English was important to prevent users from "getting lost on 

the way". He added that, at their level, if most of the material had been written in English it would be 

a hindrance for learners as they still know very little and they would eventually quit. P05 38:00 

compared his experience with English M1 with previous experiences learning Spanish (in the 

classroom). He said that the similarities between Portuguese and Spanish made it reasonable that the 

lessons were in the L2 most of the time, but the differences between Portuguese and English justify 

the use of Portuguese in English M1. P07 also took previous experiences learning English and French 

into account. She said that the fact that English M1 is a self-access material for lower-level learners 

makes the use of Portuguese a minimal condition for learners to use the material since they did not 

have a teacher to go to.  

 

Portuguese also played an important role in promoting a sense of assurance, clarity and expediency. 

P09, P11 and P23 referred to Portuguese as having made the use of the material more objective (they 

knew exactly what was being taught) and less tiring (they did not have to read loads of information in 

English). Otherwise, they would have to constantly search for translation. P10 23:00 said that even 

though he is inclined towards immersive environments (a reference to classrooms where the L1 is not 

allowed), using English M1 made him revisit his preference and consider the use of Portuguese "good" 
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because it allows learners to "understand exactly what is being taught". If the material had been 

written in English only the content would not have been as clearly understood, he argued. Some 

participants (P02, P05, P23, P26) also referred to the fact that the dynamics of the dual language 

allowed them to more easily recognise the target content. They could identify, precisely, what was 

the explanation and what they were supposed to learn. For instance, P02 said that she used to skip 

the explanations and only focus on the grammar boxes or example sentences in English because she 

knew that that was what she really had to learn and not what was written in Portuguese. Portuguese 

optimized the use of the material as it gave learners a quick overview of what the target content was 

and allowed them to skip it or not depending on whether they considered they knew it already.  

 

It is interesting to note that three participants (P04, P13 and P26) referred to, what they considered 

to be, a negative learning experience in a local school where the use of Portuguese is not allowed and 

frowned upon. This school's marketing boasts of providing learners with an immersive environment 

where only English is spoken. These learners, however, said that not being able to resort to Portuguese 

in this place was "embarrassing", "bad", "difficult" and "led them to quit", which is, as they argued, 

what might have happened with English M1 if it had been written entirely in English. 

 

The only learner who considered that the amount of Portuguese in the material should have been less 

(although not completely extinguished) was P21. She expressed that more English would have 

increased exposure and consequently increased the chances of learning. Her main concern was what 

she considered "excessive" use of translation, but the explanations in Portuguese she considered 

appropriate. Whilst this subsection showed how learners' L1 improved learners' experience in terms 

of accessibility, clarity and expediency, the following subsection presents how it also contributed on a 

cognitive level.  

 

7.5.2.2 Portuguese and English linguistic comparisons  

Another use of Portuguese learners referred to was in comparisons between the structures of the two 

languages. For example, whilst scrolling through the unit, P02 referred to two specific tables she came 

across. She described as "very good" the translations of the WH-questions (Figure 35) after all, in her 

opinion, it is easier to retrieve the meaning and function of these words once they are known in 

Portuguese because they work the same in both languages.  
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Figure 35 L1-written explanation of the information elicited by each WH-question. 

 

 

P02 also referred to the translations provided in the example sentences (Figure 36) as "really nice" 

because sentences are sometimes hard to understand due to little contextual information. P19 

referred to this same table as what made her understand the content (not the explanations), 

particularly the emphasis in bold given to the negative forms. P02 and P08 considered the comparisons 

so helpful that they would often only read the information in the boxes and resort to the explanations 

in Portuguese if further information was required. These reported experiences suggest that learning 

through explicit comparisons between both languages was perceived as more efficient than reading 

grammatical explanations (even if in learners' L1) because learners could draw on previously existent 

knowledge (of their L1) to support new knowledge and because the comparisons in the boxes 

delivered the information clearly and straightforwardly. 

 

 

 

Figure 36 Example sentences translated into Portuguese. 
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P05 45:00 argued that, because he is a Portuguese teacher and knows Portuguese grammar, the 

comparisons between the two languages were very helpful. He considered them a summary of the 

grammar content of the unit and a quick reference to it; in his words, “systematization” for “easy 

access”. To illustrate the value of such comparisons, he shared a situation in which he relied on his 

knowledge of the 'rule' for interrogatives in English, which is something he claimed to know because 

of the parallel he made with interrogatives in Portuguese, and compared new information (an 

interrogative sentence in declarative order) to that. These connections made him more clearly 

understand the system of the English language and store information about this system.  

 

Also a Portuguese teacher, P22 considered that her expertise in her L1 was an advantage in the 

acquisition of the L2 and enjoyed the comparisons between the formal properties of both languages 

in the material. P25 (not a Portuguese teacher) said that he likes Portuguese grammar and considered 

that the comparisons made English grammar easier. P26 said that the comparisons made her feel 

"secure" that she had understood correctly. P21 was prompted with a table that showed the 

difference in the order of adjectives in Portuguese and English (see Figure 37). She said that the explicit 

nature of this comparison allowed her to draw on her previous knowledge (of Portuguese) and 

combine it with the new knowledge. She said: "Well, adjectives and nouns are always together (...) 

although in a different order".  

 

 

 

Figure 37 Order of adjectives and nouns in English and Portuguese. 

 

In sum, participants claimed that resorting to their L1 as support to understanding the L2 system 

ensures that they understand what is being explained because they can rely on what they already 

know to clarify what they are supposed to learn. The following subsection shows the aspects of the 

use of Portuguese that learners perceived as hindrances to their learning.  
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7.5.2.3 L2-L1 glossary in the vocabulary lists 

Learners' opinions about how the L2-L1 glossaries on the margin of the reading section CaG impacted 

their reading experience were presented and discussed in chapter 5 (sections 5.6.5 and 5.7.3). The 

overall response about the glossaries in CaG was positive. Most other comments regarding the use of 

Portuguese in translations were related to the L2-L1 glossaries found next to the vocabulary sections. 

These comments are presented now. Generally speaking, learners felt that the L2-L1 marginal 

glossaries demotivated them to guess the meaning of the words and consequently, made them less 

likely to learn. P02 08:00 expressed that the absence of translation "forces the learner to make 

connections", which is important since she "can't memorise thousands of words" but she can 

"associate them with other words''. She said (four times) that she always tried to infer the meaning of 

the words/sentences before resorting to the glossaries. She was looking at the dialogue in Figure 38 

and said: "For example, 'hardly ever', the word 'hardly' I don't know, but I know 'hard', so only after 

making this effort I resort to the glossary to confirm".  

 

 

 

Figure 38 When reading this text, participant tried to guess the meaning of the word 'hard' from context before 
resorting to translation. 
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As a learning strategy, P06 17:00 also said that she "never resorted to the translations first". A point 

also made by P13 and P22. P22 added that translation is good as a second step for confirmation of 

inferred meaning. She recommended that translations should be in a less evident place than the 

margin of the page, otherwise it is too difficult to resist looking and put in the effort to comprehend 

first. This suggests that although glosses on the margin may have optimized access to the translations, 

which is often perceived as a good feature for assisting reading comprehension (Ramezanali & Faez, 

2019), this is not the case when learners are trying to actually acquire the meaning of the words since 

it is perceived as a hindrance to their effort to try and process meaning based on the contextual clues 

available, which, in this case, were the images and the example sentences. 

 

P21 16:00 was very critical of the glossaries right next to the vocabulary sections and, as she looked 

through English M1 on the screen, she provided several examples of words that, in her opinion, should 

not have been translated. She argued that technician is a cognate word, clothes store, pub, computer 

shop, hair are very common words in Brazil and most people know what they mean. She added that 

"the method must make the learner reflect and reason" and that "the learner needs to be forced". 

She explained that she is not against glossaries (she considered the glossaries in CaG helpful) but she 

thinks a good glossary should be used for "words that are not common, [words] that we don't see 

every day on a movie, in a music, in the streets (...) especially in our country where we have this 

tendency to use English words in shops." Similarly, P24 20:00 criticised the extensive use of translation 

in the vocabulary lists claiming that "it is not necessary" because learners already know some English 

from previous experiences in school and they must be minimally forced to think. P24 also said that 

glossaries should be used for unusual words only. P26 made the same criticism of the extensive use 

of glossaries, saying that the translations increased the amount of information for her working 

memory to process. She was looking at a vocabulary section about home chores (Figure 39) and argued 

that the image and the example sentence were enough to support comprehension.  

 

 

Figure 39 Vocabulary section with image, example sentence and translation. 
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When prompted with the vocabulary section about hair color (Figure 40), P26 also criticised the 

translation of words whose meaning was obvious because the illustration is clear enough. She said 

that the L1 translation in such cases makes learners believe that a Portuguese equivalent is always 

needed, which increases the load of information and is not necessarily efficient for learning, she 

thought. This interviewee identified that besides not increasing learning chances, bad glossary 

construction can even hamper learning. 

 

 

 

Figure 40 Vocabulary section about hair colour and L2-L1 glossary. 

 

Whilst learners considered the L2-L1 glossaries inhibited vocabulary acquisition of the words listed in 

the vocabulary sections, they considered that the image and the example sentences helped deduce 

word/expression meaning and this was a more efficient and motivating way to learn. For instance, 

P02 said that establishing connections between word and meaning is easier when there is a visual 

representation, a view that is supported by the dual-coding processing theory (Ramezanali & Faez, 

2019; Sadoski & Paivio, 2001). P06 said that observing the images to infer word meaning was 

something she enjoyed doing. The sense of pleasure described by P06 is linked with a feeling of 

increased efficiency and challenge in the process of observing and guessing word meaning, making 

processing deeper, rather than simply reading the translation and forgetting soon after that. This is 

what P11 referred to when she commented (as reported in section 5.6.5) that she looks at a word's 

meaning in Portuguese but a week later she does not know the meaning anymore. P08 also said that 

she would spend time focusing on the image and example sentence, which indicates she enjoyed doing 

it. For P16, the image helped with memorization of word meaning and the sentence helped to show 

how to use the word, which is a much more elaborate word-related information and therefore more 

likely to lead to learning. P17 also opted for a more elaborate information processing when reading 
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through the vocabulary lists than simply resorting to the marginal glosses by dedicating time to 

process the image and example.  

 

P04 11:00 said that he "tried to observe well" and "associate” the images with the sentences. He 

explained that he had to pay close attention because some of the words listed had very similar 

meanings. This process was time-consuming and he did not use to go through it with all of the words. 

Although this participant agreed with the others who had attributed a much more efficient learning 

strategy to the process of guessing the meaning of the words listed using the examples and the visuals, 

he also said that the marginal glosses were valuable when he could not really tell the difference 

between the words. He was looking at the words in Figure 41 and explained that he could not tell 

precisely the difference between them without the translation because, for him, they all meant 

"sleep".  

 

 

 

Figure 41 Vocabulary translated into learners' L1 and easily accessed 

 

This is evidence that although more efficient for learning, trying to infer word meaning based on the 

visual and written input is much more demanding than simply accessing the L1 translation on the 

margin. P04 was looking at a vocabulary section on the screen which contained thirty-three verbs 

(related to daily activities and home chores) when he made these comments. This leads to the 

assumption that short rather than long lists of vocabulary would work under these conditions, since 

learners (particularly self-access learners where time is often an issue) might not have the time or 

patience to go through the demanding process of observing and (not always correctly, surely) guessing 

word meaning of too many words. This also shows that it might not be the best practice, particularly 

at low levels, to provide extensive thematic lists since learners are not likely to learn them all anyways. 

Instead, choosing fewer words which are more frequently used would have been best. As already 

recommended in the literature (Ramezanali & Faez, 2019), P04' comments corroborate that words 
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with more concrete meanings are more indicated for this type of learning strategy. The next section 

compares and presents in what ways this second evaluation, which was learner-based, enriches the 

first evaluation, which was literature-based.  

 

7.6 Discussion 

This section approximates and contrasts the literature-based evaluation of the use of the standard 

American English and Portuguese (learners' L1) and the learners-based evaluation.  

 

7.6.1 Native models, AmE  

One of the assumptions made at the literature-based evaluation was that the predominance of AmE 

would be demotivating to learners because of the difficulty of achieving a native model which 

represents a standard that is considered unnecessary or even impossible to be reached (Kerr, 2019). 

The overwhelming majority of participants in this study showed no signs that they feel pressured to 

achieve a native standard or that they want to develop an AmE-like accent for integrative reasons. 

Although they expressed a preference for wanting to learn from AmE, like the learners in other studies 

have also shown a preference for native models (Kung & Wang, 2019; Fang, 2016), they did so for 

reasons that had not been anticipated.  

 

The first reason has to do with familiarity with AmE, which makes learners believe this variety is easier 

to process/comprehend than others (such as British English). The second reason has to do with a 

perception that learning from one model only is easier than learning from two or more. That is, the 

obvious lack of standardness and the amount of variability they would have to deal with (and learn 

from) if learning from the English spoken in different places makes them prefer one model only. The 

third reason is that as a result of learning from a model that is recognised on a global level, their 

chances of producing a more likely-to-be-understood English would be higher than if learning from, 

for instance, Brazilian models only. This last reason resembles that of participants in Kung and Wang 

(2019) who also feared the negative impact that learning from non-native models could have on their 

development if they ended up learning something that is not recognised by (most) other English 

speakers. In sum, the preference for AmE was sensible pragmatism, the result of what was perceived 

as a more efficient learning strategy at their level. 

 

Another literature-based prediction was that the ample use of AmE in English M1 would influence 

learners to dismiss non-native models as good role models for learning (Bayyurt & Dewey, 2020; 
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Vettorel, 2016). Data analysis revealed that this is only partially true. Although learners showed a 

preference for learning the native norms and sounding closer to AmE speakers (because of the third 

reason just mentioned), they also showed that their preferences vary depending on the type of 

experiences they reflect on. For listening comprehension, they were very happy about non-native 

input. In Veitch (2020), participants also revealed a positive attitude to target-like pronunciation and 

alternative models for listening comprehension. However, in Veitch (2020), respondents' opinions 

were based on general views and experiences, whereas participants in this study were asked to 

consider an actual learning experience with English M1 (that is, this is about the evaluation of a self-

access English learning material). Also, in Veitch (2020), all participants were L2 speakers of English 

living in the USA. These participants have significant exposure to the use of English within both native 

and non-native settings, which is an important factor towards acceptance of alternative models 

because this allows them to recognise that alternative models can also be intelligible and lead to 

successful communication (Jenkins, 2007). Although a few participants in this study also had 

interacted with English speakers (including native and non-native speakers of English in places where 

English was used as the L1 or a lingua franca), they all live in Brazil. There is typically very little exposure 

to English speakers in Brazil. It could be argued that there are few opportunities for Brazilian learners 

to interact with English speakers (beyond the classroom) and experience a successful communication 

in which the native model is not necessarily the model used. Arguably, such an experience would make 

the acceptance of alternative models more natural or obvious. But this is not the case with most 

learners in this study. The fact that the participants embraced non-native speakers in English M1 is 

significant. Listening to Rosa (a Brazilian speaker of English) and being able to identify her English as 

both intelligible (easier to understand than the other native speakers) and legitimate contributed 

towards raising participants’ awareness and move away from an exclusivist view to an "it depends" 

attitude.  

 

In this sense, whilst it is no surprise that learners in this study would prefer native models to inform 

their development, particularly for speaking production (Barros, 2018; Filho et al., 2017; Corcoran, 

2011), it was slightly surprising that they also embraced non-native models, revealing their preference 

varies depending on the skill they are working on. When it comes to listening comprehension, because 

of participants' perception that understanding Rosa was more comfortable than the other voice 

actors, participants favour non-native English speakers or Brazilian English speakers. The embracing 

of non-native speakers was driven by a sense that the more intelligible varieties are more feasible for 

them as low-level learners. Intelligibility when listening was perceived as very important and even 

more important than exposure to native speakers if the latter meant that comprehension would be 
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difficult. This finding is particularly relevant for self-access materials where there is a natural tendency 

to design activities of a receptive nature given the intrinsic limitations for promoting output-based 

tasks and interaction. The takeaway is that in self-access materials for low-level learners, listening 

input with non-native English speakers, including speakers that share learners' L1, is needed for 

comfortable processing and increased chances of motivation. 

 

In other words, native or non-native English should not be considered in a binary way, as if it had to 

be an either-or choice. Materials are more likely to promote an efficient and at the same time affective 

learning experience if delivering listening comprehension tasks created with non-native voice actors 

but promoting native-English models for pronunciation models (because of the reasons referred to at 

the beginning of this section. The following section compares the literature- and the learners-based 

evaluation of the material in regards to the use of Portuguese. 

 

7.6.2 The use of Portuguese  

When considering how learners would engage with English M1, it was predicted that, particularly 

because of their low level, learners would find the large use of Portuguese beneficial (B. Turnbull, 

2018; Scheffler et al., 2017), easier for learning management (Stubbé & Theunissen, 2008; Hurd et al., 

2001), optimize learning, decrease subjectivity and reduce the cognitive load (Alegría de la Colina & 

García Mayo, 2009; Scott & De la Fuente, 2008). It was also assumed that the L2-L1 language system 

comparisons would at least allow learners to gain an understanding of how the L2 is used to express 

meaning (McManus & Marsden, 2017; Levine, 2014; Cummins, 2007). Data analysis confirmed these 

predictions. As a first contribution, it can be argued that the affordances of using learners' L1 in the 

classroom with low-level learners are comparable to the affordances of using learners' L1 in self-access 

material. In other words, material writers can benefit from classroom-based recommendations of 

what is good L1-use practice when designing self-access materials.  

 

Drawing on the specificities of interviewees' reported experiences and beliefs, two aspects seemed to 

particularly reinforce previous literature findings. The first one has to do with some of the learners' 

views that the L1 must be used in a principled way (Macaro, 2009), whilst they are still at initial levels 

(De la Fuente & Goldenberg, 2020; Kerr, 2019) and gradually replaced by L2-based learning/teaching 

strategies (Littlewood & Yu, 2011). This is to say that the use of Portuguese in English M1 does not 

seem to have led learners to develop an over-dependence on the L1, which is one of the setbacks 

attributed to L1 use in the classroom (Fernández, 2015; Ammar et al., 2010). 
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Another aspect in which participants' experience endorsed previous literature findings has to do with 

their criticisms towards the L2-L1 glosses in the vocabulary sections as some of them felt that it 

inhibited their effort to use the contextual clues (the examples and the illustrations). Some of them 

made a point to say that the latter is considered a much more efficient learning strategy, a claim 

supported by the dual-coding processing theory (Ramezanali & Faez, 2019; Sadoski & Paivio, 2001). 

This finding is particularly relevant because in self-learning environments there is little or no control 

over the extent to which translation is used and excessive use of the L1 can hinder learning (Fernández, 

2015). This attitude shed some light on explaining why when reading the texts in CaG and watching 

the episodes in AAY learners searched for translation. This does not seem to have been motivated by 

laziness, a wish to understand in Portuguese what is written in English, but a perception that going 

through the effort of translating words on Google might increase learning chances.   

 

Another argument raised by the users of English M1 was that, unlike Spanish, English differs from 

Portuguese in numerous lexical and grammatical aspects, which makes it very difficult for learners, at 

initial levels, to rely only on the similarities to understand something and feel relatively confident that 

they got it right. The same was claimed about the Polish (but not the Norwegian) learners of English 

in Scheffler et al. (2017). The greater differences between Polish and English in comparison to 

Norwegian and English were considered one of the reasons why the Polish learners relied more on 

their L1 for matters of grammar and word meaning (translation) than the Norwegian learners. This 

difference was particularly evident in their home study, that is, when learners were on their own. 

Although, like the Polish learners in Scheffler et al. (2017), the learners addressed in this study also 

showed to find a lot of comfort in the use of their L1, they differ in two key ways: English M1 users are 

at a low level of proficiency and their opinions about the L1 are based on their experience with a self-

access material. The Polish are between what the authors described as medium and high levels of 

proficiency, and their main study mode is classroom-based, where they can rely on a teacher to 

scaffold the activities and provide to-the-point feedback. Arguably, English M1 users need for their L1 

is much more justifiable.  

 

Whereas in the classroom learners might feel at ease with some level of ambiguity because they may 

rely on the teacher (or classmates) to identify and help them address their difficulties, in self-access 

learning, there is a greater need for clarity, objectivity and brevity. In English M1, these characteristics 

seem to have been conditioned to the use of Portuguese. Portuguese provided instances of mentoring 

and a foundation from which to build new knowledge. Portuguese also permitted learners to have a 

straightforward awareness of what the sections were about and read them based on their needs, 
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which enhanced their experience in terms of objectivity and brevity. These are much-needed features 

as self-access learners are often under the pressure of accommodating work and life responsibilities 

(ABED, 2016, 2013) and want to make the best of the time they have to study. Finally, the self-access 

learners that participated in this study revealed a need for efficiency and efficacy that makes it unlikely 

that they would interact with something if they perceived it as not likely to contribute to their learning 

or too demanding. Data analysis showed that the use of Portuguese was key in preventing these 

features from emerging in the material.  

 

7.7 Conclusion and pedagogical implications 

Overall, learners seemed satisfied with the balance and different roles that Portuguese, AmE and non-

native (Rosa's) English played in the material. Portuguese assumed a sort of teacher role, enabling 

accessibility, comprehension, clarity and optimizing the learning experience. The parts written in 

English were considered the actual content that needed to be learned. Based on these findings, a few 

pedagogical implications are made: 

 

1. The use of native-based models of English is likely to be preferred by learners who are 

searching for more established norms (which is likely to be the case of lower-level learners), 

as opposed to learning from ELF-based use of English which entails more variability.  

2. The predominance of a native-based model is advised in self-access materials targeted at 

lower-level learners when it comes to the language system because of the increased 

standardness in comparison to using more English systems. Particularly at low levels, learners 

seem to only want a basic model of English and a manageable amount of content that will 

allow them to get started in their English skills and feel that there is progress going on. 

3. Self-access materials for low-level learners should provide listening input that is easy to 

process. This may be found in a variety of English that learners are familiar with (such as AmE 

in the case of Brazilian learners). This may also be found in non-native speakers or local English 

speakers.  

4. Learners sometimes make choices based on preconceived ideas that are not necessarily true 

(such as if I only learn from Brazilian models my English will not be understood by English 

speakers from other countries). Self-access materials should provide information about what 

is considered plausible in terms of accent and pronunciation development and that putting 

one’s efforts on being intelligible might be a better idea than on sounding like a native speaker. 

5. Beginner-level learners are likely to respond to self-access materials with a more motivated 

attitude if their L1 is (judiciously) used.  
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6. The use of learners' L1 in self-access materials for lower-level learners is particularly advised 

when learners' L1 and L2 come from different families and learners can hardly rely on 

similarities (such as cognates).  

7. Learners' L1 is particularly recommended in self-access materials for low-level learners for 

grammar-explanation and in cross-linguistic comparisons. Learners seem particularly 

interested in comparisons that are enriched with visual emphasis for a more straightforward 

meaning and attention-drawing techniques. 

8. For vocabulary acquisition of words listed in a vocabulary section, L1 translation is not 

recommended. On the contrary, vocabulary acquisition should be motivated (explicitly telling 

learners to do so) through elaborate forms of information processing, such as combining visual 

representation and example sentences.  

9. There seem to be great correlations between how the L1 can be used in the language 

classroom and in a self-access material which means that material designers might be able to 

rely on classroom research for informing their practice, particularly because studies 

addressing the use of L1 in self-access materials are still incipient.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

8. Introduction 

In concluding this thesis, this chapter begins by briefly overviewing what this research was about and 

presenting the contributions to the knowledge of this research. It then outlines the shortcomings of 

this thesis and suggests avenues for future research.  This is followed by a comment concerning who 

might benefit from the main contributions in this study. The chapter ends with a personal reflection 

on this research. 

 

8.1 Research overview  

This thesis evaluated the self-access material English M1 designed by Brazilian teachers (including 

myself) to teach low-level English to (young and middle aged) adult learners in Brazil. As a key part of 

this evaluative process, this research directly addressed the learners about their experience with the 

material highlighting the importance of considering their views for a more accurate account of how 

they engaged with the material and how the material impacted their experience. Directly addressing 

learners was also important as it filled a methodological gap in the field of materials evaluation where 

learners are hardly addressed (Graves, 2019; Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2018; Masuhara & Tomlinson, 

2010), particularly in post-use evaluation of self-access materials. The following section presents the 

contribution to knowledge.  

 

8.2 The contributions to the knowledge of this thesis  

This study has made several contributions to knowledge, both of a methodological nature and in 

regards to the findings that emerged from the evaluation of different aspects in English M1.  

 

8.2.1 Methodological contribution to knowledge 

Previous methodological structures for evaluations have rarely addressed learners (Tomlinson & 

Masuhara, 2018; McGrath, 2013; Mukundan & Ahour, 2010), even in self-access materials (Tomlinson 

& Masuhara, 2018; Hubbard, 2013, 2009). There is legitimacy and relevance in running evaluations 

from the perspective of experts (teachers, material developers) based on SLA criteria. However, it is 

questionable the extent to which they can voice learners' views (McCullagh, 2015). While a few studies 

addressed learners in post-use evaluation of materials (Pryor, 2010; Al-Busaidi & Tindle, 2010; 
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Reinders & Lewis, 2006), learners' opinions were mostly gathered through closed-answer questions, 

with no opportunity for additional comment (of a qualitative nature) or for commenting on topics they 

were not addressed in the pre-decided questions. In the only study identified where learners could 

speak about the things they wanted (Kelly & Baird, 2017, published years after this PhD research 

began), learners were invited to speak about any topic they wanted, but this was only a minimal part 

of the evaluation and learners' responses were not probed.  

 

This thesis offers an innovative analytical and methodological approach in the evaluation of language 

learning materials in the way the data was collected and analysed by directly addressing the under-

researched views of learners on their experience with the material through semi-structured 

interviews, tailored to each interviewees' responses, with plenty of opportunities for them to speak 

and have their opinions' probed. Because learners' responses were welcomed and openly discussed, 

they had time to consider more carefully the meaning of what they were saying and to speak about 

the things they wanted to say. This assured richness of the data obtained and meant that what stood 

out are learner-relevant criteria. Besides that, in the few researches identified where learners were 

addressed, evaluators and learners did not share the same L1 (for instance, Kelly & Baird, 2017), which 

directly hindered the quality of the communication in the interviews. The fact that I share learners' L1 

and cultural background allowed for a much greater understanding of what they were saying as well 

as language skills to say the things I wanted to say in one rather than another way. Another 

methodological innovation in this study has to do with the analytical process. Although two stages of 

evaluation have already been suggested in the literature (McGrath, 2016; McDonough et al., 2013; 

Littlejohn, 2011; Tomlinson, 2003) and some of them have stressed the importance of post-use 

materials evaluation, none of them had yet proposed an SLA-influenced evaluation to be contrasted 

with a learner-based evaluation as two different evaluations (instead of complementary moments 

where one anticipates and determines what to look at in the other). Contrasting the results that 

emerged from the SLA-based evaluation with the results that emerged from the learners-based 

evaluation, substantial findings emerged revealing aspects that could not have been revealed without 

directly addressing learners, demonstrating the validity of this innovative methodological approach to 

the field of materials evaluation. The following section presents the substantial findings.  

 

8.2.2 Age-appropriate materials: a more nuanced definition    

Data analysed in chapters 5 (The reading Section CaG) and 6 (The animated Episodes AAY) revealed 

learners responded to the texts in a much more engaging way than to the videos. It was surprising 

that learners reported reading the texts as fun but watching the episodes was mostly about language 
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learning. This was not expected because of the traditional appeal videos have in instructional settings 

(Bajrami & Ismaili, 2016; Goodwyn, 2004; Canning-Wilson, 2000). Although this could be partially 

attributed to the limited aesthetic quality that AAY (as a drama series) had as part of an instructional 

material and aimed at lower levels, this was also caused by the nature of the content of the episodes. 

A closer look into the data about how learners engaged with CaG and AAY showed that learners' 

perception of fun, appealing and interesting is permeated by their perception of relevance and utility, 

which were identified in the factual-based information in the texts but not in the episodes, particularly 

amongst middle-aged learners. Young adult learners and middle-aged adult learners in this study 

differed in terms of how fictional content appealed to them. Therefore, this thesis recommends that 

describing materials as "for adults" as a classification to determine the target audience is not as 

nuanced as it could be when it comes to designing content-relevant materials. A more nuanced 

distinction might help promote the design of more learner-relevant content. A distinction between 

young adult and middle-aged adult learners is needed for better catering to learners' interests. It is 

acknowledged that from a publisher's perspective this division might diminish the potential market of 

any given piece of material. Profitability is understandably often the reason why material writers need 

to compromise between pedagogy and selling appeal. At the same time, engagement is a feature of 

successful materials and an obvious reason why materials would sell more effectively, which makes 

the young and middle-aged adult distinction an important contribution to the field of materials 

development.  

 

8.2.3 The L2 English speaker for a more comfortable listening 

comprehension  

Generally speaking, participants' preference for learning from American native speaker models of 

English conformed to what had been predicted about their preference in terms of native vs. non-

native speakers. However, it stood out the fact that they emphasised the importance of being able to 

comfortably understand what they listen to as a priority over their preference for listening to native 

speaker models. Participants identified benefits in listening to Rosa as well as other non-native 

speakers of English (based on experiences outside this material). The benefits were related to an 

increased sense of comprehension because of what they perceived as a slower speech rate. Learners 

in this study indicated that as an aspect of English learning, listening comprehension skills might be 

best developed if they are exposed to non-native speakers of English.  

 

In English M1 most of the activities and content were of a receptive nature. Considering that there 

was only one non-native speaker in English M1 (Rosa), the fact that learners in this study perceived L2 
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English speakers as easier to comprehend and welcomed listening to them would imply significant 

changes if the listening activities of English M1 were to be redesigned. The effort (or preference) 

towards delivering native-based listening input would be at least to some extent relocated to non-

native English speakers (Brazilians or not). This is to say that, particularly for low-level learners, there 

are reasons to believe that when it comes to listening comprehension, L2 English speakers represent 

easier to process models and therefore should feature in materials. 

 

Also, the fact that the learners interviewed in this study do not respond to native English and non-

native English speakers as a binary either positive or negative aspect but are sensitive to the potential 

benefits of one or the other is very positive for several reasons. For instance, exposure to a variety of 

non-native speakers is good given the likelihood that English speakers are most probably going to 

interact with non-native speakers of English (because of how they outnumbered native English 

speakers) and therefore learners would benefit from such familiarity (Jenkins, 2019; Crystal, 2014).  

 

8.2.4 The use of learners' L1 

To the best of my knowledge, the use of learners' L1 had not yet been considered in an after-use 

materials evaluation from the perspective of the learners. Although from a classroom-based 

perspective it is not surprising that the use of learners' L1 is a positive feature (Turnbull, 2018; Scheffler 

et al., 2017; Sa’d & Qadermazi, 2015), this research allowed for an insight into the potential 

affordances of using learners' L1 in a self-access material for low level. Similar to what is perceived as 

judicious use of L1 in the classroom, this study identified that the L1 in self-access materials is also 

helpful for enabling accessibility, enhancing clarity of information, increasing comprehension of 

grammar and comparisons between L2-L1 language systems. It was also identified that like the 

literature recommends (De la Fuente & Goldenberg, 2020; Kerr, 2019; LittleWood & Yu, 2011; Alegría 

de la Colina & García Mayo, 2009), learners' interviewed in this study agree that L1 use should be 

conditioned to their low level and that L2-based strategies should be prioritized as soon as their L2 

proficiency allows (Littlewood & Yu, 2011). Particularly because of the yet incipient research on the 

use of learners' L1 in self-access language learning materials, these findings suggest that material 

designers might benefit from drawing on classroom-based research for judicious use of learners' L1 

when designing self-access local materials.  

 

However, data analysis highlighted one key difference between the use of learners' L1 in the classroom 

and in self-access materials. This difference must be observed for principled decisions in materials 

writing. Teachers in the classroom can use learners' L1 or refrain from using it on the fly. Differently, 
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whatever is designed in materials is permanent. In this sense, a contribution that emerged from this 

research has to do with learners' perception that being provided with L1 translation is not an efficient 

vocabulary learning strategy. From the reports analysed in this research, learners consider that a 

vocabulary section designed with illustrations and example sentences can more efficiently lead to 

vocabulary learning if the L1 translation is not made available on the margin or anywhere else of easy 

access. The learners in this study considered that the L1 equivalent in this context exerts a 

demotivating effect as it hindered their effort to deduce meaning and think for themselves. In other 

words, learners are saying that they want vocabulary learning to 2be associated with more meaningful 

and elaborate processing than just receiving the L1 equivalent. It is also important to observe that, 

trying to infer word meaning based on an image and example sentence is very time consuming and 

demands considerable effort. Therefore, the number of words should be short rather than extensive. 

Furthermore, words with easier rather than difficult visual meaning representation should be 

preferred, often words with more concrete meanings (as also recommended in Ramezanali & Faez, 

2019). 

 

8.2.5 The need for delivering information, guidance and optionality in 

self-access materials 

As already claimed, the main motivation for the development of this research was to gain an insight 

into learners' beliefs, an understanding of why they do things in a way or another and in this way, 

identify the type of information or knowledge that might help them make better and informed choices 

when using self-access materials. In this sense, a few things have been learnt. Participants showed a 

need for effectiveness, a sense that learning is an obvious outcome of whatever they are doing when 

using self-access material. Whereas such desire for effectiveness is no surprise, the fact that learners 

are on their own when using self-access material seems to call for a greater need for learning that 

involves deliberate and conscious effort and verifiable/evidence that learning is taking place. 'Just' 

reading the texts in CaG (even though they enjoyed it) or 'just' watching the episodes in AAY 

challenged their views of efficient learning. This highlights the need for materials to not just be clear 

in what learners can do, but also, and to a great extent, provide a rationale for why they should do 

something in a particular way. This is not about prescribing instructions but providing options, building 

in learning strategies on what learners could do because of the affordances of a given material and 

how it was designed. This is particularly needed in self-access materials where learners cannot rely on 

teachers to make recommendations. In this sense, a few areas in which analysis of the interviews 

revealed learners would have had a better learning experience if further awareness had been provided 

are listed: 
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- Learners need to be informed of the potential benefits of reading for general comprehension 

(such as extensive reading). This is needed because although learners showed that they enjoy 

'just reading', they do not consider it language learning efficient. 

- In self-access language learning materials learners must be provided with instructions to read 

for general comprehension if that is the intended reason why the text was created and 

delivered. This is needed because, as the data in this study showed, learners are likely to 

intensively explore the text for language learning purposes as part of their natural response 

to the text. 

- Learners would benefit from information about the role of L2-L1 marginal glosses for reading 

comprehension, such as that it has been provided to minimally disrupt reading and to quickly 

assist comprehension when needed. 

- Learners would benefit from explicitly taught vocabulary learning strategies (both as a result 

of reading and more deliberate vocabulary learning). 

- Learners need to be informed of the potential benefits of listening to an oral rendition of a 

text and how to do that for both meaning comprehension assistance and language learning. 

- Illustrations that are meant to help learners with reading comprehension, assuming more than 

an aesthetic role, must be accompanied by explicit information about their role. This is to say 

that learners must be directly instructed to identify the affordances of the illustration through 

being informed of reading comprehension strategies, such as how the illustration can elicit 

background information. For instance, self-access materials can deliver content that 

straightforwardly explains in what ways the illustration anticipates text content or provide 

specific words that might help learners connect the visual input and the message in the text.  

- Materials should deliver videos with some type of optionality in terms of adjusting 

comprehension difficulty to learners’ capacity. This is needed so self-access learners can, at 

least to some extent, tailor the viewing experience to their needs. For instance, learners could 

be provided with viewing strategies to enhance comprehension if they considered the video 

too difficult. This can be done through inviting learners to study a few specific words before 

watching, or through designing glossed captions which the learner can opt for using (or not).   

 

8.3 The shortcomings of this study  

The findings presented in this research should be interpreted with caution in light of the limitations of 

the study. In volunteer sampling, there is always the possibility that the respondents do not accurately 

reflect the population because the individuals who choose to participate in interviews might be 

systematically different from those who chose not. Most of the participants revealed a positive and 
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dedicated attitude to learning English through English M1. The very fact that they volunteered to 

attend the interview suggests a proactiveness about learning and positivity about the material. This 

profile may not represent many of the self-instructed learners who often find it difficult to have the 

discipline to study on their own. Future materials evaluation should also address those participants 

who withdrew the material in order to feature in their reasons for doing so and to balance the extent 

to which they consider this to have been triggered by their own constraints (such as lack of time or 

commitment) or the material itself.  

 

Another limitation in this study also directly related to the study population has to do with 

participants' levels. As explained in the methodology chapter, because I only had about a month to 

interview the users of English M1, and I did not know for sure whether they would come to meet me 

for the interviews, the only criterion was that participants had used the material. This means that the 

population is quite varied. For instance, participants' age varies from about eighteen to fifty years old. 

Some of them work and study, others work full-time and others study full-time. Some of them had 

already had previous learning experiences with self-access materials, others had never done any self-

taught learning. Being too selective, for instance, narrowing the participants down to a population of 

participants who had not studied English before, neither experienced self-access materials would 

result in a very short sample. In this sense, the findings in this study contribute to an emerging global 

picture of what learners, in general, expect from self-access English learning materials for low levels. 

To advance the research into the use of self-access materials, future studies should address 

populations with more specific profiles. For instance, it would be interesting to know whether previous 

English learning experiences (in the classroom or not) decrease learners' need for information about 

learning strategies and guidance on how to benefit from the material available.  

 

Another potential source of bias for the study is my position as an insider in the development of this 

material (Cohen et al., 2018). Ways of mitigating the potentially bad effects of my insider position 

were discussed in the methodology chapter (section 4.4.6.1). 

 

8.4 Recommendations for future research 

To advance the research into the field of materials evaluation and materials design, particularly when 

it comes to self-access materials, further studies should continue to address the end-users: the 

learners. Despite being time-consuming, directly addressing learners on how they engage with a given 

material is needed for actual insights into what learners want and in what ways they need to be 

informed for better learning when using self-access materials.  
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I would be particularly interested to know what learners would choose to read if given the option 

between factual vs. fictional information in self-access materials. I would like to know how this 

preference relates to their demographics (such as age, L1 reading preferences). I would also like to 

know whether they would mostly prefer to read about (cultural-related information in) native English 

speaking countries or non-native English speaking countries and whether this preference correlates in 

a meaningful way with a broader understanding of the status of English as a lingua franca or a 

perception that English belongs to the two so-called main Anglo Saxon cultures (the USA and England) 

or previous experiences using English with native/non-native English speakers. 

 

The participants in this study evidenced that they find it positive to listen to non-native speakers 

because comprehension tends to be easier but they also like native-based models because they 

believe it will make them better English users (see section 8.2.3). It would be helpful to compare how 

Brazilian learners exposed to Brazilian English speakers only differ from learners exposed to a mix of 

Brazilian, other non-native and native speakers of English in terms of intelligibility and listening 

comprehension.  

 

The majority of the participants in this study had very little experience of learning English before using 

English M1, particularly on their own. Future studies should identify whether learners at more 

advanced levels (that is, they already spent some time learning an L2) are more skilled in regards to 

learning strategies. If this is true, it would be interesting to know whether this makes self-access 

materials more appropriate to advanced level learners, who might more wisely know how to identify 

and explore the affordances of the material made available to them, than lower level learners who, 

assumedly, would have less experience on taking control of their own learning. At the same time, it 

would be helpful to find out whether more advanced learners might need and prefer a learning 

experience that places greater emphasis on productive skills, which demands opportunities for 

interaction. Self-access materials are intrinsically limited in the promotion of output skills, particularly 

speaking. In this sense, it would also be interesting to know whether the little opportunities for 

interaction would render self-access learning materials a not so good option for advanced learners. 

Consequently, it would be helpful to find out whether self-access materials are particularly beneficial 

for the development of receptive skills and whether this makes this type of learning appropriate for 

low level learners even if they require a lot of guidance and explicit recommendations on the 

affordances of the material and learning strategies.  
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Self-access materials need to work for a range of audiences in terms of the frequency they can be 

accessed. Material writers can, for instance, pay careful attention to recycling of content to help those 

learners who can only sparsely access the material. For those learners who want to access the material 

more often, and for a larger amount of time, material designers can deliver extra content and practice. 

However, a minimum amount of time and frequency using a self-access language learning material is 

likely to be needed for minimum learning to take place. What this minimum amount is does not seem 

to be known. In face to face learning, the amount of time and frequency learners will have to spend 

in the classroom (and perhaps doing homework activities) is usually clear. At the end of this period 

learners can often progress towards a more advanced level. However, self-access learners are often 

under time constraints and opt for this mode of learning because they consider it easier to 

accommodate in their routine. In this sense, future research should identify what is a minimum 

amount of time that learners should have available to dedicate to a given material in order to 

minimally benefit from it. It would also be interesting to find out whether learners' level correlates 

with the time needed. That is, perhaps low-level learners need more time to dedicate to self-access 

materials for minimum progress whereas more advanced levels might need a shorter minimum 

amount of time. This would help learners to better decide whether they can attend to the demands 

of a specific self-access learning mode. Such research is likely to require a more experimental type 

design in order to measure learner progress.   

 

Another future research that would benefit designers of self-access materials is finding out how 

learners' perception of the impact of knowing English on their life tends to correlate with what can be 

loosely termed life status (young/middle aged adults, full/part-time job) and how this interferes in 

their willingness to spend time accessing a self-access material. Although there would obviously be 

individual variation, it would be helpful to find out if young adult learners tend to have higher 

expectations in regards to the impact that knowing English might have in their life and whether it 

correlates with wanting to spend more time accessing learning materials. At the same time, it would 

help to know whether middle-aged learners tend to expect that learning English would not have a 

really significant impact in their life or job (for instance, because they are already satisfied with their 

career) and this would imply a wish for a less time-consuming English learning experience and 

therefore, shorter rather than longer materials.  
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8.5 Who would benefit from this research? 

Although the substantial findings and contributions to knowledge (presented in section 8.2) in this 

study can inform on many levels the different contexts in which material writers or teachers engage 

in materials development, the methodological contribution, that is, the post-use evaluation where 

literature and learners' views are compared might not be as easily conducted because of the time 

constraints of those who run evaluations.  

 

Whilst it is acknowledged that teachers would hardly have the time to go through such a laboured and 

comprehensive process for the evaluation of a coursebook (McDonough et al., 2013), it is not 

unreasonable to expect that teachers might use this evaluative method (contrasting literature and 

learner-based evaluations) to evaluate a much more specific aspect of a material (for instance, a single 

task). While in the classroom teachers can get an insight into how learners engage with materials and 

their reasons for doing things in a way or another, teachers do not have the same level of awareness 

when it comes to homework activities. Teachers can only assume how learners will engage with their 

home assignments based on previous experience or literature they may have read to inform their 

practice. However, homework activities are self-access materials in the sense that learners are on their 

own at the moment when they are doing it. Teachers cannot know for sure how learners engage with 

homework activities unless they ask the learners. In this sense, teachers would benefit from directly 

addressing learners about how they engaged with their homework as this would reveal in what areas 

and ways learners need support to engage with such activities (homework) in an optimal way. This 

would help teachers not only for professional development, as they would be able to design better 

homework activities, but also, to identify and tackle precisely the type of learning strategies learners 

should be taught for those moments when they are on their own.  

 

In regards to publishing companies, it is also acknowledged that they are unlikely to run post-use 

evaluations like this one because of how time and finance consuming they would be (Amrani, 2011). 

However, there is a particular niche that might benefit from this method of post-use evaluation of 

materials. In Brazil, there are many private language institutes and it has become more and more 

popular for them to produce their own in-house titles and abandon mainstream coursebooks designed 

by international publishers (Barros, 2018). Although it is common sense in Brazil, I can also say from 

personal experience (as someone who worked for such institutes as a materials writer) that a big 

component of these materials is designed for remote use (that is, for self-access). Online/digital 

content is considered important not only for pedagogical reasons (for instance, learners can have 

more exposure to the language) but also for marketing purposes, as online platforms are already 
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established as a fundamental aspect of the content delivered by language learning schools. These 

institutes have easy access to the writers of their materials (because they are usually directly 

employed by these institutes) and to the learners who use their materials. These language institutes 

would be able to systematically run post-use evaluations as the one proposed in this study and, in 

response to their findings, implement changes in their materials. This would be very innovative as 

although these institutes claim to design materials that are tailored to their context, there is still a lot 

of influence from international markets. Cyclically designing, evaluating (drawing on the learners) and 

improving home-made materials would generate a more context-relevant material and make the 

claims over its contextual relevance more convincing. At the same time, this would help materials 

developers to design more principled materials, as opposed to only or mostly following their intuition 

and experience, as reported previously (Prowse, 2011) and as reported to be the case in the 

development of English M1.  

 

8.6 Changes I would make to English M1 in light of this research 

As argued at the very beginning of this thesis, even without any of the research presented in this work, 

someone setting out to write English M1 now would not make the same choices we did almost a 

decade ago. This thesis, however, allows for principled and more learner-relevant changes in the 

material as the outcome of having considered relevant literature and directly addressed the end users 

and their experiences. Some changes are more general and can be applied to the material as a whole. 

Other changes are more specific and particular to a part in the material. The following bullet points 

explain how some aspects of the material can be modified for better results.  

 

1. The input sections (CaG and AAY) need to inform learners of the objective why the 

texts/videos and the accompanying tools (such as the audio tool in CaG) were delivered and 

how they should be read/watched. Also, learners should be given optionality in a way to cater 

for their needs in a more individual manner.  

2. Because the texts in CaG are already simplified to learners’ levels, I would exclude the marginal 

gloss as a way of motivating learners even further into reading for pleasure. 

3. The voice actors recording the oral rendition of the texts should receive more detailed 

briefings such as requests for producing slightly longer pauses. A more interactive audio tool 

would also be designed where learners can manipulate the speed (such as reducing it) or 

pause the oral rendition. Also, instead of having all voice actors with AmE, I would have a few 

Brazilians recording the oral rendition of the texts as well.  
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4. The ideas portrayed in the texts should be further explored for a more critical comprehension. 

For example, presenting learners with a small paragraph at the end of the section with an idea 

that relates to the text but contains an alternative message, or a possible interpretation of 

that text. 

 

Figure 42 shows some of the changes proposed for CaG. Because all units in English M1 have the 

same structure, some recommendations might not be needed in all units. Besides that, some of 

these recommendations would change depending on the content of the text. Ideally, the added 

information should be accessed through popups. This would make the page layout cleaner. For 

the sake of clarity, this image shows all pop ups open. Also, because English M1 learners are at 

beginner’s level, the added guidance and optionality could be delivered in their L1.  
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Figure 42 Changes I would make to CaG 

 

5. In regards to AAY, as with CaG, more guidance, learner training and optionality is needed. 

6. The fictional story should be substituted for a more realistic content, with more socially and 

culturally relevant themes. For example, characters with more credible profiles, from more 

varied backgrounds (different ages, jobs), more Brazilian characters. Situations in which there 

is communication breakdowns and L2 English users have to work around their language to 

assure clarity. However, I would still prioritize AmE voice actors as the Brazilian learners in this 

study showed this variant to be more easily understood and learned from.  

7. The captions tool should offer more interactivity, including L1 subtitles, L2 captions, key-word 

captions, glossed captions and reduced speech rate.  

 

Figure 43 shows these changes. Again, as with the previous image, embedded information could be 

accessed through pop ups or marginal content that can be retrieved in an external link.   
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Figure 43 Changes I would make to AAY 
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8. As for the use of Portuguese in English M1 not many changes would be made. I would, 

however, remove the L2-L1 glosses next to the vocabulary sections that contain words with a 

very similar meaning (for example, countries and colours) and from specific words that are 

either similar to Portuguese (like tornado) or very commonly used (like store).  

9. The use AmE would remain as the default choice in writing/spelling. For audios, as already 

explained in regards to the oral rendition of CaG and the characters in the videos in AAY, more 

Brazilian voice actors would feature in the material.  

10. Overall, this material should have a more nuanced label and be further modified to cater for 

a more specific learner profile. As it stands, I believe the material is more likely to please young 

adults than older adults and this should be included in a description of the material.  

 

The proposed changes are directly concerned with the level of the learners (beginners), the fact that 

all learners share the same L1 and that they are learning English for general purposes. The key thing, 

however, is that regardless of learners’ profile, self-access materials need to provide learner training 

and guidance for them to use the material that is made available to them.  

 

8.7 Final reflection 

I find it very significant that this evaluation took place because of how little materials designed in Brazil 

are evaluated and Brazilian learners' views about their materials are considered. As an English teacher 

and an English learner in Brazil, I always used coursebook materials published for international 

markets. It never occurred to me and I do not think I was ever told that materials could and should be 

evaluated. Even when I joined the team for the design of English M1 there was no talk about running 

an evaluation of it (let alone addressing the users of it in a detailed way). After having spent about two 

years working in the development of English M1 I instinctively felt that there was something about 

this process that needed to be considered more thoughtfully. I decided to pursue a PhD and I soon 

came across the words "materials" and "evaluation" together. I had no idea what they meant. I can 

say that now I do.  

 

Although gaining an insight into the effectiveness of English M1 is the reason why this study began in 

the first place, I now believe that showing that true understanding of how a material impacted learners 

cannot be gained without addressing the learners themselves is what made this research worthy. 

Literature-based evaluations can make predictions and such predictions can be correct. Nevertheless, 

data analysis in this study showed that there are things that the literature cannot anticipate. 

Therefore, without considering learners' views, such things might never be uncovered.  
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I had not anticipated that the amount of information, both in regards to SLA research and research 

methods I would learn during this time as a PhD researcher would be so large and enlightening. All the 

learning (the reading of the literature) was very pleasant. However, it was by far the curiosity to know 

what learners had to say, and what their opinions meant, that kept me motivated. Ending this thesis 

with contributions that originated from the learners themselves is the reason why I believe this PhD 

thesis is valuable.  
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Appendix B: Participant Information Sheet 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Study Title: Evaluating online ELT material from the point of view of end-users: A case study 

of e-Tec English 

 

REC Ref No:  .................................................................... 

 

This research aims at analysing and evaluating the material e-Tec Language Without Borders 

- English Module 1. For that, the end-users of the material, that is, the learners, will be 

contacted. With that, it is intended to enhance the field of online materials development for 

English language learning as well as inform on learners needs and desires at such a learning 

environment.  

 

What is the purpose of the study?  
The purpose of this study is to foster better language learning opportunities for Brazilian 

students by investigating the users of e-Tec and their opinions on some of the features of the 

materials.  

 

Why have I been invited?  
You have been invited because you undertook the lessons on Module 1 of the material e-Tec 

Idiomas English as a student, therefore your opinion about the material as well as your 

experience while interacting with it are of great value for this research. I will be contacting 

approximately 50 other users of this material.  

 

Do I have to take part?  
It is up to you to decide to join the study. We will describe the study and go through this 

information sheet. If you agree to take part, we will then ask you to sign a consent form.  

 
What will happen to me if I take part?  
Once you agree to participate and let me know by signing the Consent Form, you will be sent an online 
questionnaire about some aspects regarding your opinion about the material e-Tec Language Without 
Borders - English Module 1. These questions will be related to your experience about the material, not 
your skills on the English language. The questionnaire will last approximately 15 minutes.  
 
After that, you may be invited to talk on a face-to-face basis. I will contact you by email and we will 
set a place, date and time of your preference (this should be in January or February 2016). During this 
conversation I will use the think-aloud procedure where I show you some parts of the material and 
ask you to interact with it. I will watch you while you use and read through the material and I will ask 
you to comment on what you are doing and share your impressions about some features of the 
material. This meeting should last approximately 30 minutes and I will record the conversation.  
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Your participation on this research has no risks anticipated and you will remain qualified to enrol for 
the next editions of e-Tec Language Without Borders.  
 
Your comments, opinions and impressions about the material will no be questioned and you are free 
to be as sincere as you feel comfortable to.  
 
Expenses and payments  
Refreshments will be offered when we meet face-to-face.  

 

What will I have to do?  
First you will have to answer to an online questionnaire, which should demand about 20 

minutes of your time. You will have a due-date to do it (January 2016).  

Shortly after you answer to the online questionnaire, I may invite you to a face-to-face meeting 

(January or February 2016) and we will use the think-aloud procedure to comment on some 

of the feature in the material.  

 

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?  
Besides the inconvenience of participation and the time you will be dedicating to it there will be no 
further risks or disadvantages of taking part on this research.  
 
What are the possible benefits of taking part?  
I believe your feedback on this material will help to improve the development of future online 
materials for online language learning, which may become beneficial to you should you, in the future, 
undertake an online course which has been enlightened by this study.  
 
Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential?  
If you join the study, it is possible that some of the data collected will be looked at by authorised 
people to check that the study is being carried out correctly. However, your identity will be 
anonymous. 
The data collected will be stored within the University of Portsmouth security systems. Once the PhD 
title is awarded the data will be destroyed.  
 
Your data will be collected through the use of Google Forms, which offers a tool for the creation of an 
online questionnaire as well as gathering of data generate by the questionnaire. 
If you participate in the second part of this research, where a face-to-face conversation will take place, 
the data will be collected through recording the conversation. 
 
All files with data will be safely kept at the University of Portsmouth N drive, which requires password 
for access.  
 
What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?  
You may withdraw from the research regarding your data has not been analysed yet, i.e., at any time 
before the face-to-face conversation, or shortly after you have answered to the online questionnaire.  
 
What if there is a problem? 
If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, you should ask to speak to me or to my 

supervisor (peter.watkins@port.ac.uk). We will do our best to answer your questions. If you 

remain unhappy and wish to complain formally, you can do this by calling the School of 

Languages and Area Studies, at +44 (0) 239284 6060 (UK) or emailing 

slas.enquiries@port.ac.uk.  
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What will happen to the results of the research study? 
The results of this research will be published along with my thesis, which should become available 
once my Doctorate Degree is accomplished. Partial results may be published in articles at journals as 
well as at congresses. Participants’ identity will remain anonymous in all report or publication.  
 
Who is organising and funding the research?  
This research is being financed with personal funds.  
 
Who has reviewed the study? 
Research in the University of Portsmouth is looked at by independent group of people, called a 
Research Ethics Committee, to protect your interests. This study has been reviewed and given a 
favourable opinion by ______________Research Ethics Committee. 
 
 
Concluding statement 
Regardless of your decision to participate or not on this research, thank you for taking the time to read 
the information sheet. If you decide to participate you can read through and sign up the Informed 
Consent Form attached to this email. After that, you must email that to me.  
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Form  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Study Title: Evaluating online ELT material from the point of view of end-users: A case study 

of e-Tec English 

 

REC Ref No:  ....................................................................  Date:…………………… 

 

CONSENT FORM 

Ethics Committee Reference Number:   

Please, check the boxes if you agree to what is written. After that, write your name and date at the 

bottom of the page and send the file back to me attached to an email.  

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet dated.................... (version............)  

for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have 

had these answered satisfactorily. 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time before or 

during the face-to-face conversation without giving any reason.  

3. I understand that data collected during this study, could be requested and looked at by regulatory 

authorities. I give my permission for any authority, with a legal right of access, to view data which 

might identify me.  Any promises of confidentiality provided by the researcher will be respected.   

4. (If appropriate) I understand that the results of this study may be published and / or presented at 

meetings or academic conferences. I give my permission for my anonymous data, which does not 

identify me, to be disseminated in this way. 

5. I consent for my interview (in the case I am asked for one) to be audio recorded. The recording will 

be transcribed and analysed for the purposes of the research. I understand the data collected will be 

destroyed once the PhD title is awarded.  

6. I consent to verbatim quotes being used in publications; I will not be named but I understand that 

there is a risk that I could be identified. 

7. I understand that should I disclose possible criminal offences that have not been investigated or 

prosecuted, in the course of the interview, the researcher may report the matter(s) to relevant 

agencies. 
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8. I agree to be named as a participant and referred to accordingly. 

9. I agree to take part in the above study. 

 

Name of Participant:     Date:  Signature: 

 

Name of Person taking Consent:    Date:  Signature: 

 

Note: When completed, one copy to be given to the participant, one copy to be retained in the study file 
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Appendix D: Semi-structured Interview Schedule 

 

Guiding for the semi-structured interviews 

 

Say thank you, remind them that they will be recorded and they can withdraw at any time without 

providing any explanation.  

 

Yes/no questions:  Did you study English before using English M1? Where? How? How was it? 

 

General questions: Why did you opt for using English M1? 

 

Prompts: 

 

1. Animated episodes AAY 
Episode 8 – What’s in the fridge 

Did you use to watch the episodes? 

How did they appeal to you? 

Did you watch this one? 

What did you think about the USA-based content? 

 

2. The reading section CaG 
Text No hugging, please – page 37 

(other texts: page 91 The school year in the USA, page 146 Doing the clean-up) 

Did you read the texts?  

Did you observe the image?  

Did you use the glossary? 

Did you use the audio tool? 

 

3. Getting the Hang of it  
Vocabulary lists:  page 131 Daily activities 

How did you interact with the information listed? 

Did you consider there was enough/not enough words? 

 

Grammar: page 134 – present simple 

Did you read the grammar sections?  

Do you consider the explanations clear? 

Did you read everything or did you use to skip? 

What did you think of the grammar boxes? 

 

4. Automatic feedback activities (leave links open on browser) 
Did you use to do them? 

Did you use to do them at the moment they were recommended or at other time? Why? 

 

5. Use of Portuguese (go through the unit and show the “balance” Portuguese/English) 
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Did you like the Portuguese/English balance in the material?  

Would you rather have more or less of Portuguese? 

 

6. Except for Rosa, all voice actors were Americans. What do you think of it? 
Would you like to listen to other English speakers? What about Brazilians speaking in English? 

Did you consider the voices in the material easy to comprehend? 

 

7. This was a self-access material. Did you like this learning experience? Would you have 
preferred face-to-face classroom? Why? How did you deal with not having a teacher and 
classmates? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Appendices 

 265 

Appendix E: Invitation Letter (email)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Study Title: Evaluating online ELT material from the point of view of end-users: A case study of e-Tec 

English 

REC Ref No:  .................................................................... 

 

Dear Potential Participant 

 

I am an English teacher and materials designer from Brazil and I wish to contribute to English language 

learning/teaching in our country. I am writing to ask for your support in this by taking a small amount 

of time to answer some questions about your learning experiences.  

 

Your email address was forwarded to me by the co-coordinator of e-Tec Language Without Borders, 

from the Instituto Federal Sul-Rio-Grandense because you have been identified as a suitable 

participant in my research.  

 

In 2013 I joined the team responsible for the development of the material e-Tec Language Without 

Borders – English Module 1. Together with my colleagues, I was responsible for writing, designing and 

reviewing the lessons and the activities in module 1. My experience as an English teacher and as a 

material writer motivated me to start my PhD research in England, at the University of Portsmouth, a 

place that produces cutting edge research on this field. My aim with this research is to enable better 

opportunities for Brazilian learners of English.  

 

The main target in my research is the material e-Tec Idiomas English – Module 1 and I would like to 

know your opinion about this material. Your personal experience as a user of e-Tec Module 1 is very 

important for this research because it will enlighten the field of second language learning and 

materials development.  

 

If you agree to participate in this research as a respondent, I will first ask you to answer to an online 

questionnaire and after that you may be invited to a face-to-face conversation (both to take place in 

January or February 2016). I may also contact you by email for further details if it becomes needed. 

There will be no judgement on your English skills and I welcome whatever opinion and impression you 

may have had while using the material e-Tec Idiomas English Module 1. Your participation is voluntary 

and withdrawal easily facilitated (at least up to the point of data analysis). There will be no reference 

to your identity and your interests will be respected.  
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Should you agree to volunteer on this research I kindly ask you to read the Participant Information 

Sheet and sign the Consent Form (both attached to this email) and send the Consent Form back to me, 

by email, having written your name on it.  

 

If you have any questions or comments you can contact me on my email as informed at the top of the 

page. 

 

Regardless of your decision, thank you for reading this letter.  

Alessandra Belletti Figueira Mulling 
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Appendix F: Ethics Review Approval 

 

 

   Ethics-fhss@port.ac.uk 

        

 

December 11th 2015 

 

 

Dear Alessandra, 

 

Study Title: Evaluating online ELT material from the point of view of 

end-users: A qualitative case study of e-Tec English 

Ethics Committee 

reference: 

15/16:10 

 

Thank you for submitting your documents for ethical review.  The Ethics Committee was 

content to grant a favourable ethical opinion of the above research on the basis described in 

the application form, protocol and supporting documentation, revised in the light of any 

conditions set, subject to the general conditions set out in the attached document.  

 

 

There is no need to submit any further evidence to the Ethics Committee; the favourable 

opinion has been granted with the assumption of compliance 

 

 

 

 

The favourable opinion of the EC does not grant permission or approval to undertake the 

research.  Management permission or approval must be obtained from any host 

organisation, including University of Portsmouth, prior to the start of the study.   
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Documents reviewed 

 

The documents reviewed by The Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences Ethics 

Committee. 

  

Document    Version    Date    

Application for Ethical Review  23/11/15 

Participant Information Sheets  23/11/15 

Consent Forms  23/11/15 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

 

 

Statement of compliance  

 

The Committee is constituted in accordance with the Governance Arrangements set out by 

the University of Portsmouth. 
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Appendix G: Ethics Review checklist (Form UPR 16) 

 

UPR16 – April 2018                                                                      

 

FORM UPR16 
Research Ethics Review Checklist 
 

Please include this completed form as an appendix to your thesis (see the 
Research Degrees Operational Handbook for more information 
 

 

 

Postgraduate Research Student (PGRS) Information 
 

 

Student ID: 
 

751885 
 

PGRS Name: 
 

 

Alessandra Belletti Figueira Mulling 
 

Department: 
 

 

SLAS 
 

First Supervisor: 
 

Dr. Peter Watkins 
 

Start Date:  
(or progression date for Prof Doc students) 
 

 

February 2015 

 

Study Mode and Route: 
 

Part-time 
 

Full-time 
  

 

 
 

 

 

MPhil  
 

PhD 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

MD 
 

Professional Doctorate 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Title of Thesis: 
 

 

    A combined approach to the evaluation of language learning materials: what 
can we learn from the design and use of English M1?  
 
 

 

Thesis Word Count:  
(excluding ancillary data) 
 

 

78.345 
 

 
 

If you are unsure about any of the following, please contact the local representative on your Faculty Ethics Committee 
for advice.  Please note that it is your responsibility to follow the University’s Ethics Policy and any relevant University, 
academic or professional guidelines in the conduct of your study 

Although the Ethics Committee may have given your study a favourable opinion, the final responsibility for the ethical 
conduct of this work lies with the researcher(s). 
 

 
 

UKRIO Finished Research Checklist: 
(If you would like to know more about the checklist, please see your Faculty or Departmental Ethics Committee rep or see the online 
version of the full checklist at: http://www.ukrio.org/what-we-do/code-of-practice-for-research/) 
 

 

a) Have all of your research and findings been reported accurately, honestly and 
within a reasonable time frame? 

 

 

YES 
NO    

 

 
 

 

 

b) Have all contributions to knowledge been acknowledged? 
 

 

YES 
NO    

 

 
 

 

 

c) Have you complied with all agreements relating to intellectual property, publication 
and authorship? 

 

YES 
NO    

 

 
 

 

 

d) Has your research data been retained in a secure and accessible form and will it 
remain so for the required duration?  

 

YES 
NO    

 

 
 

 

 

e) Does your research comply with all legal, ethical, and contractual requirements? 

 

 

YES 
NO    

 

 
 

 

      
 

Candidate Statement: 
 

 

I have considered the ethical dimensions of the above named research project, and have successfully 
obtained the necessary ethical approval(s) 
 

 

Ethical review number(s) from Faculty Ethics Committee (or from 
NRES/SCREC): 
 

 

15/16: 10 

 

If you have not submitted your work for ethical review, and/or you have answered ‘No’ to one or more of 
questions a) to e), please explain below why this is so: 
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UPR16 – April 2018                                                                      

 

Signed (PGRS): 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Date: 25/08/2021 
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Appendix H: Gatekeepers’ letter 

 

 

CPTE 
COORDENADORIA DE PRODUÇÃO E TECNOLOGIA EDUCACIONAL 

PRÓ-REITORIA DE ENSINO – PROEN 

 

FONE: E-MAIL: ENDEREÇO: 

[53] 2123-1170 / 2123-1163 npte.ifsul@gmail.com Praça Vinte de Setembro, 455 – Pelotas RS 
   

 

 
 
 
INSTITUTO FEDERAL DE EDUCAÇÃO, CIÊNCIA E TECNOLOGIA SUL-RIO-GRANDENSE 
 
To whom it may concern,  
 
This is to confirm that Alessandra Belletti Figueira Mulling has contacted us 
about her research on Materials Development and analysis and her wish to 
evaluate the material e-Tec Idiomas Inglês – Módulo 1.  
 
This material was mainly developed in Pelotas/RS, in Brazil, and sponsored by 
the Ministry of Education, aiming at offering Brazilian students at Federal 
Institutions with an opportunity to learn English (L2).  
 
We are aware that Alessandra, who used to be part of our team, is now 
researching the effectiveness of the material. We are happy to provide 
information she may need, taking into account our availability to do so. Also, we 
are happy to help her to contact the users (students) of the material as well as 
the online tutors and other members of staff, so she may start interviews and 
collecting the necessary data for her PhD in the University of Portsmouth/UK.   
 
We also are happy to give permission to access the material itself, both within 
Moodle platform and the printed versions. 
 
Kind regards, 
 
 
 
 
Prof. Me. Mauro Hallal dos Anjos 
Coordenadoria de Produção e Tecnologia Educacional - CPTE/PROEN 
Instituto Federal Sul-rio-grandense - IFSul 
Praça Vinte de Setembro, 455 - Centro | Pelotas(RS) - 96015-360 
Fone: [53]2123-1163; [53]2123-1170 
anjos@pelotas.ifsul.edu.br  
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