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Abstract 

The aim of this study was to investigate the morphosyntactic development of 

Grundvux learners (adult learners who study school subjects at elementary 

school levels in Sweden) of English with the aid of Processability theory, or 

PT, and to investigate the potential influence of exposure to English outside 

school and the participants’ highest completed formal education on the 

participants’ morphosyntactic levels. The participants of this study were 

Grundvux learners who studied English either on National Course 2, 3 or 4. 

This study also investigated how similar or different Course 2, 3 and 4 

participants were when it comes to their highest attained PT-levels. The 

participants described a picture series and answered questions about their 

highest completed education from their home countries and how much they 

tend to be exposed to English on a weekly basis outside school. The results 

show that Course 2, 3 and 4 participants have both similarities and differences 

regarding their highest attained PT-levels. The results also show that there 

could be a possible connection between educational background and 

morphosyntactic development, i.e. that educational background can have a 

solid influence on morphosyntactic development. Furthermore, this study 

shows that a connection between exposure to English outside school and 

morphosyntactic development is not likely. Yet, more research with more 

participants and tasks with different instructions are needed to draw definite 

conclusions about the effects of exposure to English outside school and highest 

completed education on learners’ morphosyntactic development. Lastly, this 

study provides some information for in-service teachers about what 

morphosyntactic structures to teach and when based on the learners’ highest 

attained PT-levels.                

Key words 

Exposure to English outside school, Grundvux learners, highest completed 

education, morphosyntactic development, Processability theory 
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1 Introduction 

Teaching grammar structures and the students utilizing such structures is an aspect of 

second language teaching/acquisition. The importance of grammar teaching and 

acquisition is stated in the course syllabus of English for adult municipal education in 

elementary school level in Sweden, also called Grundvux. The course syllabus of English 

for Grundvux expects, among other things, the students to use English in written form, to 

use grammatical structures to clarify, vary their communication, and to write tales 

(Skolverket 2011). 

When teaching grammar, it is not uncommon that teachers present grammar structures 

such as subject-verb agreement, i.e. She eats pizza, to students only to discover that the 

students do not utilize them in their written and/or oral productions. On the other hand, it 

is also not uncommon that teachers instruct their students about grammar structures that 

are utilized frequently shortly after the teachers’ instructions about them.   

To avoid teaching structures that the students are not able to use, teachers need to know 

when to present certain grammar structures to their students to make their teaching more 

efficient from a student learning point of view. Theories such as Krashen’s Input 

hypothesis (Krashen 1982), Vygotsky’s Zone of proximal development (Vygotsky 1978) 

or Processability theory (1998) propose that teachers should teach structures which are a 

bit above the learners’ current levels but which are also acquirable for the learners in 

relation to their current levels. Processability theory is chosen in this study, since unlike 

theories such as Zone of Proximal development or Input Hypothesis, it describes exactly 

what specific grammar structures to teach and when.  

Processability theory proposes that students learn some grammar structures before others, 

and they learn them in a particular order. Pienemann, the person who gave rise to 

Processability theory, claims that grammar structures that belong to the higher levels 

(subject-verb agreement for example) cannot be acquired before the structures which 

belong to the lower levels (past tense, present/past perfect verbs for example) have been 

acquired. Therefore, he suggests that “instructions will be most beneficial if it focuses on 

structures from the next stage” (Pienemann 1998:250). Pienemann’s pedagogical 

suggestions about what to teach at a given time to promote learning among the students 

was something that other researchers, such as Kawaguchi (2005), also mentioned in their 

studies. Kawaguchi’s and Pienemann’s claims suggest that teachers should not teach 

grammar structures until their students are ready for them. Kawaguchi’s and Pienemann’s 
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claims entail that teachers teaching grammatical structures at the right time could improve 

the effectiveness of their teaching and increase the possibility of learning for their 

students.  

Yet, teaching based on Processability theory has its own limitations. According to Spinner 

(2011), Processability theory does not account for all of the structures that are found in a 

language. For example, Processability theory does not treat structures such as the present 

progressive verb form, or the passive voice. In other words, it does not give information 

for a teacher about when he or she should teach structures that are not included in 

Processability theory. Furthermore, Processability theory only treats language production 

and does not treat language function, reception, vocabulary, discourse knowledge or other 

aspects of language learning and communicative competence. Thus, its usefulness in 

teaching is narrowed down to the learners’ productions skills and use of certain 

morphosyntactic structures (Ellis 2008: 465).  

However, even if the scope of Processability theory is rather limited, it could be valuable 

to use by teachers to diagnose their students’ grammatical levels and provide their 

students with the possibility of acquiring grammar structures more rapidly. The 

acquisition of new grammar structures could in turn increase the learners’ functional 

language competence, since grammar structures that represent the form aspect of 

language are connected to different meanings and linguistic contexts, according to the 

functionalist perspective. It means that each time a learner acquires a new grammar 

structure, he or she has the possibility to learn about the meaning of the grammar structure 

and how the grammar structure can be utilized in different linguistic contexts (Klein 

1991). Thus, Processability theory could accelerate the learning of the functional aspects 

of a language indirectly, and by doing so, can contribute to the development of the 

learner’s functional language competence too. Therefore, it can be a valuable instrument 

to use by language teachers to enhance the students’ morphosyntactic (i.e. morphological 

and word order competence) and functional competence.        

Knowing when, how and in which order to teach grammar structures could be more 

challenging for teachers who teach very heterogenous groups of students. One example 

of a heterogenous group in Sweden is Grundvux students. Grundvux, or municipal adult 

education on elementary school level, is part of Komvux, the municipal adult education 

in Sweden. Adults who study at Grundvux are those who are at least 20 years old and did 

not study courses that elementary school pupils tend to study in Sweden (Skolverket 
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2019). Grundvux learners can study courses at different levels. Different demands are put 

on Grundvux students depending on the level of the course they study. For example, to 

obtain grade “C” Course 2 students are expected to write easily, relatively clearly and 

coherently. For Course 3, the pupils should, in addition to the demands above, adjust their 

texts to purposes, recipients and contexts to some degree. Lastly, Course 4 states that the 

students are expected to write fluently and adjust their texts to purposes, recipients and 

contexts to a higher degree (Skolverket 2011). Based on the demands of Course 2, 3, and 

4, it could be assumed that National Course 4 students will demonstrate higher 

morphosyntactic development compared to National Course 2 and 3 students. Therefore, 

this study is about discovering whether that is the case or not, i.e. whether there is a 

progression from the lowest morphosyntactic development to the highest one with 

National Course 2 students having the lowest and Course 4 students the highest 

morphosyntactic development. Since only written productions will be analysed, only 

learners who are able to write in English will be included in this study. 

Furthermore, Grundvux students can differ from each other when it comes to for example, 

exposure to English outside of school or highest completed formal education from their 

home countries. In this study, exposure to English outside school means the time learners 

spend to write, read, listen or talk in English outside school. Such factors could make 

lesson planning and content adjustments to each student in a class difficult for in-service 

teachers. The diversity of Grundvux students and the difficulties such diversities entail to 

lesson planning/adjustment are reasons why a focus on Grundvux learners is important. 

In addition, research has not been conducted about Grundvux learners of English. That is 

another reason why a focus on Grundvux learners of English is relevant. Thus, this study 

also aims to explore the potential influence of exposure to English outside school and 

educational background on the learners’ morphosyntactic development.         

 

2. Aim and research questions 

This study aims to discover the morphosyntactic development of Grundvux students with 

the aid of Processability theory (PT). In addition, the study aims to examine the influence 

of certain factors on the learners’ morphosyntactic levels. To fulfil the aims of this study, 

the research intends to provide answers to the following questions:  

• What is the PT-level of students studying English at Grundvux levels 2-4?  
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• Do the students’ PT-levels differ based on the level of the course they are 

studying? 

• How do exposure to English outside school and highest completed formal 

education influence the students’ PT-levels? 

 

3 Background 

Grundvux is part of the municipal adult education called Komvux. In Komvux, adults 

have the possibility to study courses at elementary school and upper-secondary school 

levels. Adults who are at least 20 years old are eligible to study in Grundvux. Grundvux 

students tend to be those who did not study courses that children and adolescents study 

in elementary schools in Sweden (Skolverket 2019). By studying and completing their 

Grundvux studies, the students have more chance to receive a job or to continue studying 

(Skolverket 2011). Approximately, 49000 adults studied in Grundvux in the year 2017 

(Skolverket 2018: 1).  

Grundvux students tend to complement their previous studies with (mostly) language 

courses such as Swedish as Second Language or English. Swedish as Second language is 

the most widely studied course in Grundvux with 70 percent of the students studying it. 

The second most widely studied subject is English with 30 percent of the students 

studying it (Skolverket 2018).    

According to the latest statistics conducted by Skolverket, The National Agency of 

Education in Sweden, 95% of Grundvux students are immigrants. 43% of them have 

University education, while 23% have elementary school education as their highest level 

of education prior to their move to Sweden (Skolverket 2018: 1, 3). In other words, there 

is a significant diversity among Grundvux students concerning educational background. 

On the other hand, educational background levels tend to be the same among elementary 

school students in years 1-9, i.e. regular elementary school students tend to have the same 

highest level of education (Skolverket 2018).   

More prominent variation among Grundvux students concerning educational background 

might indicate more pronounced differences between individual learners in Grundvux 

classes compared to elementary school ones. There might be a greater individual variation 

in a Grundvux class concerning the learners’ knowledge of English. That in turn could 
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make lesson adjustments to all students’ abilities in a class more difficult for Grundvux 

teachers compared to elementary school ones.  

    

4. Literature review 

This chapter will be divided into four sections. First, section 4.1 introduces the concept 

of interlanguage. Secondly, section 4.2 provides information about Processability 

Theory with its structures and explanations of language acquisition procedures. Section 

4.3 subsequently provides information about the use of Processability theory to analyse 

oral and written output, and finally, section 4.4 offers a presentation of the concept of 

exposure to L2, i.e. second/foreign language outside school (section 4.4.1) and the role 

of the educational background in relation to L2 acquisition (section 4.4.2).          

     

4.1 Interlanguage 

Interlanguage is each second language learner’s own version of a second language 

(Selinker 2014: 223). Before the dawn of the concept of interlanguage and the studies 

conducted about it, much focus had been put on incorrect language use of second/foreign 

language learners. For example, the focus of error analysis is on identifying incorrect 

structures in the learners’ language in relation to the norms of the target language, i.e., 

the language that the second/foreign language learner is learning. When error analysis is 

used, the focus is on the incorrect use of structures in the learners’ productions. Incorrect 

structures are mostly looked at in a negative way when error analysis is conducted (Corder 

1967).  

However, studies about interlanguage focus also on the correct use of structures in the 

second/foreign language learners’ productions and treats incorrect structures more 

positively (Selinker 2014: 230). A focus on both the correct and incorrect use of structures 

makes it possible to establish a more comprehensive and clearer picture of the second 

language learners’ language, i.e. interlanguage (ibid.).  

Interlanguage can be studied by studying the written and/or oral productions of the L2 

learners, regardless of whether the learners produce correct or incorrect structures 

(Selinker 1992: 231). Incorrect structures are valued, since such structures might indicate 

that the learners are about to learn to use such structures correctly (Selinker 1992: 150).  
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Interlanguage is a language that is characterized by its development towards learners’ 

native-like use of the second language in question (Corder 1981). Such development 

occurs when the learners go through different stages in a language development sequence 

series (Håkansson 2013: 111). Research has been conducted about developmental stages, 

about whether L2 learners go through the same development stages and what causes 

language development. One researcher who conducted studies about language 

development, its stages and causes, was Pienemann (Pienemann 1998).   

 

4.2 Processability theory 

Pienemann conducted studies about how and in which order second language learners of 

German learn German as their L2. Pienemann concluded that second language learners 

learn German as L2 in the same order regardless of whether their L1 is Italian, Spanish 

or Turkish (Pienemann 1998). His findings were, together with Meisel et al. (1981), 

among those findings that Processability theory was based on.  

According to Processability theory, second language learners acquire grammar structures 

in a defined order regardless of their native languages (Pienemann 1998). Thus, 

Processability theory is similar to, among other things, Krashen’s Natural order 

hypothesis which claims that second language learners learn the target language in the 

same order regardless of their native languages (Krashen 1985:1). It is worth mentioning 

that even though the manner of order of how learners acquire a second language is the 

same for all learners, there are differences among learners in their productions of grammar 

structures. For example, the learners could differ from each other based on how frequently 

or accurately they use grammar structures (Selinker 2014: 223). It means that there are 

individual differences between L2 learners of English, even though the learners go 

through the same developmental stages. For instance, one learner may use the past tense 

verb form more correctly and frequently related to the norms of the target language 

compared to another learner.     

In relation to grammar structures, PT claims that different grammar structures are 

connected to different levels in a hierarchy. A structure connected to a higher level of the 

hierarchy cannot be acquired before the learner started to process structures on the lower 

levels of the hierarchy, i.e. learners cannot skip levels when they learn a second language. 

The learner starts to use a structure when he or she is ready to process it (Pienemann 
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1998:4-7, 10). This means that learners are unable to produce structures until they are 

ready to process them.  

Processability theory proposes that there are six levels that the learners could process. 

Each of the six levels consist of different morphological and syntactic/word order 

structures (Pienemann 1998). The list below describes the PT levels in relation to the 

English language. In addition, table 1 summarizes the levels and structures of PT and 

provides examples of the mentioned structures.  

• Level 1: it is termed the lemma/word level. During this stage, the learner does not 

inflect words and uses formulaic expressions that are learned as phrases without 

analysing the words that are part of the phrases. This stage is basically about 

learners producing words.    

• Level 2: it is termed category procedure. During this stage, the learner starts 

inflecting words. The learner commences for example, inflecting nouns in plural, 

verbs in past tense and he or she also starts utilizing possessive pronouns. 

Sentences with subject-verb word order and negation at initial position starts to 

show up in this stage. During this stage, information is not exchanged neither 

within phrases nor between phrases in a sentence/clause. 

• Level 3: it is the phrasal procedure. During this level, the learners are able to 

exchange information within noun phrases. For example, plural agreement occurs 

in this stage. When it comes to word order, negation before verb, questions with 

do fronting and affirmative clauses/sentences with adverb fronting emerge in this 

level.   

• Level 4: it is termed VP-procedure. It means information exchange within verb 

phrases with structures such as Auxiliary verb + main verb, past perfect or present 

perfect. In the case of word order, yes/no inversion in yes/no questions, and 

questions with copula verb inversion are processed by the learners.    

• Level 5: is S-procedure. During this stage, informants demonstrate information 

exchange between noun phrases and verb phrases in sentences or clauses. The 

information exchange between phrases occurs with subject-verb agreement, more 

specifically with the addition of “s” to the verb in present tense when the head of 

the noun phrase is in third person singular form. When it comes to structures 
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connected to syntax, questions with do in second place, questions with auxiliary 

verb in second place, and negation on third and do on the second place emerge 

during this level.     

• Level 6: it is termed subordinate clause procedure. It is about the learners 

processing information between clauses. Cancel inversion with indirect questions 

emerge during this stage (Pienemann & Kessler 2011: 51, 57-58). 

Table 1. PT-levels and structures based on Pienemann and Kessler (Pienemann and Kessler 2011: 51,57-

58).  

Level Processing procedures Morphological structures Syntactic structures 

1 Word/lemma Information is not 

processed neither 

within nor 

between phrases 

Words are not 

inflected 

 

speak, dance, cat 

 

Formulaic 

expressions 

 

 

How are you? 

 

 

2 Category 

procedure 

 

Information is not 

processed neither 

within nor 

between phrases 

Past tense verb 

 

Nouns in 

plural 

 

Possessive 

pronouns 

 

 

Danced 

 

Cats 

 

 

My, yours 

SWO-word 

order 

 

 

Negation at 

initial position 

 

 

I eat food. 

 

 

No you eat that. 

3 Phrasal 

procedure 

Information is 

processed within 

noun phrases 

Plural 

agreement in 

noun phrases 

Two dogs Negation before 

verb in 

affirmative 

clauses 

 

Adverb at initial 

position 

 

 

Questions with 

do-fronting 

You no look here. 

 

 

 

 

Now you sing. 

 

 

 

Do he sing the 

song? 
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4 VP-procedure Information 

exchange within 

verb phrases 

Aux+ main 

verb  

 

 

Past perfect  

 

 

Present perfect 

can speak 

 

 

had seen 

 

 

have seen 

Inversion in 

yes/no questions 

 

 

Questions with 

copula verb 

inversion 

Have you talked 

to him? 

 

 

 

Is she at home? 

5 S-procedure Information 

exchange 

between noun 

phrases and verb 

phrases 

Subject- verb 

agreement 

She sings Questions with 

do in second 

place 

 

Questions with 

do followed by 

negation 

 

Wh questions 

with auxiliary in 

second place 

Why did you do 

that? 

 

 

Why did not you 

talk? 

 

 

 

Where have you 

been? 

6 Subordinate 

clause 

procedure 

Information is 

processed 

between clauses 

in sentences 

  Cancel 

inversion with 

indirect 

questions 

I wonder how you 

did that 

Only structures that are mentioned and exemplified above based on Pienemann and 

Kessler (2011) will be investigated during the analysis of the participants’ written 

productions. For example, structures such as progressive/present perfect constructions 

or the passive voice will not be investigated in this study, since such structures are not 

divided into PT-levels and/or exemplified by Pienemann and Kessler (2011). The use of 

such structures to determine the participants’ morphosyntactic development has the 

potential to cause an incorrect judgement of the participants’ PT-levels and 

morphosyntactic development.  

Research had been conducted about the validity of the claims of PT regarding the 

assumption that the presence of higher-level structures presupposes the presence of 

lower-level ones. One such study was conducted by Spinner (2011). The informants 

consisted of adult learners with different education backgrounds and use of English 
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outside school. The study concluded, among other things, that informants who used 

higher PT-level structures also used the lower-level ones (Spinner 2011: 539-541, 550). 

 

4.3 The use of PT in second language/EFL classroom 

Studies have also focused on how Processability theory could be used to enhance learning 

among L2 learners. For example, Collin (2017), Kawaguchi (2005) and Stål (2012) 

concluded that teachers could use PT to identify the current grammatical levels of their 

students and base the grammar instructions on PT to facilitate language acquisition among 

their students. Yet, neither of those studies provided concrete examples of how teachers 

could base their lessons on Processability theory to enhance language acquisition.   

 

4.4 Factors affecting L2 learning 

Different factors could influence L2 learning. Such factors could be for example, 

exposure to L2 outside school, and the learners’ educational background. Those two 

factors will be discussed in the next two sections.              

 

4.4.1 L2 exposure outside school 

L2 exposure outside school means how frequently a learner reads, listens, speaks or writes 

in L2 outside school. When it comes to L2 exposure outside school and its effect on 

language proficiency, numerous studies have been conducted with different results. The 

studies that are mentioned in this section focused on the oral repetition of certain grammar 

structures, both simple and more complex ones, performed by the participants of those 

studies. Thereafter, the performances of the participants were related to the participants’ 

L2 exposure outside school. One such study that focused on the repetition of grammar 

structures was conducted by Baker et al. (2012).  

 

Baker et al. (2012) conducted a study about the effect of L2 exposure outside of the 

classroom and adult learners’ ability to repeat sentences with different grammar 

structures. The results of the study demonstrate that there certainly is a connection 

between language use outside school and the participants’ performances. It means that 
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learners who utilized their L2 frequently outside school generally obtained higher results 

in the oral repetition test compared to those learners who used their L2 less frequently 

outside school (Baker et al. 2012: 36). The results in Baker et al. contradict the results in 

Day (1985) and Segalowitz & Freed (2004).  According to the findings of Day’s study, 

the connection between the obtained results of the participants and their use of L2 English 

outside school is questionable, i.e. it was not uncommon that informants who used 

English in a higher degree outside school did not attain higher results in the oral repetition 

tests (Day 1985: 265).  

Furthermore, Segalowitz and Freed (2004) concluded, among other things, that outside 

school use of L2 only marginally affected the learners’ L2 performances on the oral 

repetition tests: L2 learners of Spanish who were exposed to Spanish in a higher degree 

(since they learned Spanish in Mexico and not in their L1 countries) did not perform 

significantly better in the oral repetition tests concerning the number of the accurately 

repeated structures compared to the learners who were exposed to Spanish to a lesser 

degree outside school (since they studied Spanish on their home countries). One 

explanation that was provided by Segalowitz and Freed was that L2 learners of Spanish 

in Mexico were mostly engaged in basic oral communication such as request, greetings 

and so on with their hosts. Another explanation proposed by them was the time such 

learners have spent in Mexico, i.e. a single semester (Segalowitz & Freed 2004: 192-193). 

Theirs and the findings of Day could be interpreted as more L2 exposure outside school 

alone may not always be effective at improving the L2 learners’ morphosyntactic 

competence (or at least not significantly). How L2 exposure impacts the learners’ 

morphosyntactic knowledge may depend not only on the quantity of the exposure, but 

also on the quality of the exposure.  

 

4.4.2 Educational background 

The role of the educational background of L2 learners in relation to L2 learning has also 

been studied. For example, Ellis (2008) claims that the learners’ educational background 

is a factor that has a prominent influence on the learners’ success in their L2 learning 

process. According to Ellis (2008), it is more likely that learners with higher educational 

backgrounds (e.g. those with upper-secondary school education, university education or 

similar) will attain a proficiency level in their L2 that is closer to the target language 
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norms compared to learners with lower educational levels, i.e. elementary school 

education level or no previous education. One explanation that Ellis (2008) proposes is 

that effective learning strategies and study habits are more common among learners with 

high education compared to learners with lower education. Ellis (2008) also claims that 

the positive or negative effect of educational background could be decreased or increased 

with other factors such as motivation or the L2 learners’ identification with those who 

have the target language as their native languages. Ellis (2008) claims that learners are 

less willing and motivated to learn a language if they do not feel comfortable talking with 

native speakers because of cultural differences, lack of openness from the native speakers 

and so on. Thus, a learner with a higher educational level does not necessarily attain a 

higher L2 proficiency compared to a learner with a lower educational background. In this 

study, educational background entails the participants’ highest completed formal 

education from their home countries.       

Apart from L2 exposure outside school and general level of prior education, there are also 

other factors such as anxiety, motivation and so on that could also influence language 

acquisition. Factors such as motivation and anxiety and their possible influence on the 

learners’ morphosyntactic performances will not be treated in this study because of the 

scope of this essay. In addition, interviews would have been the most likely choices to 

receive thorough information from the participants about factors such as motivation and 

anxiety. The use of interview as method would most likely have limited the intended 

number of participants for this study. That is another reason why factors such as 

motivation or anxiety and their effect on language acquisition are not investigated in this 

study.  

 

5.Method 

5.1 Participants 

The total number of participants included in this study is 22. The participants of this study 

are adult learners who study English at different Grundvux levels. Eight of them study 

English National Course 2, seven of them study English National Course 3 and the same 

number of participants study English National Course 4. The participants either study 

English in a school that only offers adult education such as Komvux or in a school that 
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offers adult education and education for upper-secondary school adolescents. Both 

schools are located in Southern Sweden, one in a small, the other one in a bigger town.  

The participants’ age falls within the range of 20-51. The mean age of the participants is 

24. The most common native language among the participants is Arabic with 10 native 

speakers followed by Persian with 8 native speakers. Other represented native languages 

are for example, German, Somali and Russian. All participants speak Swedish to some 

extent, while 17 of them also speak English to some degree. Other languages that the 

participants speak are, among other languages, Dari and Ukrainian. Most of the 

participants, 17 of them, commenced learning English for the first time before they turned 

13. 5 of them commenced learning English after they turned 13 and before they turned 

30. 11 participants studied English for less than 6 years while 11 participants studied 

English for more than 6 years in school. 3 participants did not study English at school 

before they commenced studying in Grundvux, while 2 participants studied English for 

14 years (the highest number of years) in school.     

18 participants started to study their current English courses on 14/1 2019, and four of 

them last year in Autumn. 18 participants take their current courses for the first time. 4 of 

them studied their current courses earlier. The most common reasons for choosing to 

study English were to be able to do work-related tasks and to be able to continue studying. 

Other reasons were to be able to communicate while travelling, or the beauty of the 

English language. The presented background information about the participants in this 

section was collected by the participants completing a questionnaire during my visit to 

schools. The participants answered questions about their age, native languages, why they 

chose to study English and so on. The questions about the background information of the 

participants mentioned in this section can be seen in Appendix 1. In addition, more 

detailed information about the design of the questionnaire with all of its questions and 

overall content will be provided in section 5.3.1.              

The participants were informed about this study and what was expected of them by their 

teachers prior to my arrival to collect data. The participants were informed that their 

written productions will not be used for other purposes besides this study, that their names 

will not be visible in this thesis. The participants were told that fictional names will be 

used in this essay.  
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Furthermore, they were told that participation in this study is not mandatory, that their 

texts will not be graded, and that participation in the study could prepare them for the 

national test, since the study could provide them with some valuable feedback about their 

grammatical levels. Thus, the participants were informed of the possibility of receiving 

individual feedback from me about their morphosyntactic competence. Furthermore, the 

participants were also informed about completing a written consent (appendix 5) if they 

had decided to participate in this study.  

The reason why this study does not have more participants is because spring term in 

Grundvux commenced at 14/1 2019. In addition, it took more time than expected to 

arrange visits to schools, and there was no time left for more visits that would have made 

it possible to have more participants. Furthermore, National Course 1 learners are not 

included in this essay. The cause of it is that they did not have sufficient knowledge to 

perform written productions according to their teachers. Moreover, Course 1 students 

showed unwillingness to write in English during my visit. 

 

5.2 Data collection 

The data that were analysed in this essay were collected with a questionnaire and a picture 

series description task (see appendices 2 and 3). The data collection process commenced 

with me contacting Grundvux teachers of English about my project. After receiving both 

the teachers’ and their students’ approval, I visited schools in small cities in Southern 

Sweden to actually collect my data. After introducing myself and my study, the 

participants gave their written consent to participate in my study (the consent form can 

be seen in appendix 4). Thereafter, the participants answered my questions, i.e. the 

questionnaire, and described the picture series. After that, I left the classroom so that the 

teachers could continue their lessons. The same data collection method was used for all 

participants regardless of whether they study Course 2, 3 or 4. It means that the data 

collection occurred in the same manner from all participants regardless of Course levels 

or classes.   
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5.3 Instruments 

5.3.1 Questionnaire 

One instrument that was used to elicit the data was a questionnaire with thirteen questions. 

The first question concerns the age of the participants, the second question is about the 

participants’ native languages, the third question is about other languages that the 

participants are able to speak, the forth question is about the participants’ highest 

completed education from their home countries, the fifth question concerns the age when 

the participants commenced learning English for the first time, the sixth question 

concerns the total number of years that the participants studied English in school while 

the seventh question is about the starting date of each participant’s current Grundvux 

course. The eight question is about whether the participants studied their current 

Grundvux courses before or not, the ninth question is about how many hours a week does 

each participant dedicate to read in English outside school, the tenth question is about 

how many hours a week does each participant spend writing in English outside school. 

Question eleven is about how many hours a week does each participant spend on listening 

to English texts outside school, and question twelve concerns the quantity of hours that 

each participant dedicates to talking in English outside school on a weekly basis. Lastly, 

question thirteen is about the reasons why the participants chose to study English in 

Grundvux. Apart from these thirteen questions, the participants also wrote their names 

and the course they study on the questionnaire.  

Questions one, two, three, five, six, seven, eight, and thirteen were used to gather 

background information about the participants. On the other hand, question four about 

the participants’ highest completed formal education from their home countries, quest ions 

nine, ten, eleven and twelve about the participants’ exposure to English outside school 

together with the current course that the participants study were asked to be able to answer 

the research questions. The entire questionnaire can be read in Appendix 2.   

 

5.3.2 Picture series 

Another tool that was used to elicit the data that was analysed was a picture series with 

six pictures. The picture series is about a running contest. The picture series shows a 

running contest from the beginning until the end in a chronological order (the first picture 
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being the first event that happens in the series and the sixth picture the last). The picture 

series and examples of how participants describe it can be seen in Appendices 3 and 4. 

The participants were expected to describe the picture series by writing about what they 

have seen in it, i.e., they were expected to write a tale based on the picture series.  

One reason for choosing that particular picture series was that it is about a topic, running 

in a competition, that should be appropriate to adults. The judgement is based on the 

assumption that a picture series about running in a competition is something that adults 

can find appealing, (or at least not appalling), since adults can relate to it (they may have 

seen running competitions or participated in one). Choosing appealing or relatable themes 

or subjects to write about can increase the willingness of the participants to perform the 

desired tasks. 

A second reason was the assumption that writing about what you see may be an easy 

instruction to comprehend. With such instruction, the risk of not commencing or finishing 

the task was decreased. Another reason for choosing the picture series was the estimation 

that it has the potential to elicit many structures that can be found in PT. In addition, it 

was also used in another study, i.e. in De Jong & Vercelotti (2015) with adult second 

language learners of English to elicit oral productions from the participants of the study 

with the utilization of prompts. The aim of De Jong & Vercelotti (2015) was to discover 

similarities and differences between the productions of the participants that received 

prompts concerning, among other things, fluency and complexity. Thus, it means that I 

can also use the picture series in my study with a certain degree of confidence, even if the 

aim and analysis method of De Jong & Vercelotti’s study was different. 

The instruction in the picture series, the questions and the written consent form were 

written in Swedish because of the assumption that the participants understand Swedish 

better than English. The participants were allowed to answer the questions in Swedish, 

but they were only allowed to describe the picture series in English, since their 

morphosyntactic competence in English was investigated.  

 

5.4 The use of PT in written productions 

Pienemann stated that PT should be used to analyse natural, spontaneous oral productions 

(Pienemann 1998). While oral production is characterized as spontaneous and natural, 

written production is characterized as more planned and artificial (Horrowitz & Samuels 
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1987). Since this study aims to analyse written productions, it deviates from Pienemann’s 

recommendations. It would be natural to assume that learners would produce different 

texts containing different structures and attain different PT-levels depending on whether 

they are writing or speaking, because the learners may have more time to think about 

what and especially how they want to tell something when they are writing compared to 

when they are speaking.  

Yet, studies such as Håkansson and Norrby (2007) had been conducted in which 

participants performed oral and written productions which were analysed with PT. In 

Håkansson and Norrby’s study, the participants attained the same PT-levels in their oral 

and written productions. Thus, I feel confident to utilize PT to analyse written productions 

without having to worry that the potential effect of the lack of spontaneity might cause a 

misleading picture of the participants’ PT levels and morphosyntactic competence.      

 

5.5 Analysis of data 

Data analysis was commenced with the analysis of the participants’ descriptions of the 

picture series in order to determine their PT-levels. When determining PT-levels, 

Pienemann insisted that examples of processing certain grammar structures should be 

looked at regardless of whether the structures are correctly or incorrectly used according 

to the norms of the target language (Pienemann 1998: 40). For example, both crossed 

(correct use of past tense) and crossd (incorrect use of past tense) could be regarded as 

examples of a learner processing the past tense. This study will adhere to Pienemann’s 

recommendation, i.e. examples of processing grammar structures will determine the 

informants’ PT-levels.  

In order to conclude that a participant has reached a PT-level, at least two examples of a 

structure with two different words and/or in two different sentences must be present in 

the participant’s production. The highest-level structure a participant uses at least twice 

with two different words and/or sentences will determine his or her current PT-level 

regardless of whether the participant’s highest-level structure in morphology and word 

order belong to the same or different PT-level. For example, if a learner has wh questions 

+aux (auxiliary) verb as his or her highest-level structure in word order, and noun phrase 

agreement in morphology, he or she is at PT-level 5, since the highest-level structure is 

wh question + aux verb which belong to PT-level 5.           
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The reason for seeking at least two examples of a structure in two different words and/or 

sentences is to decrease the risk of misjudging the potential use of unanalysed phrases 

such as Where have you been? as examples of learners processing certain grammatical 

structures such as wh questions with auxiliary verb. Such phrases could be used by 

learners even if the learners are unable to analyse the parts of such phrases and use the 

parts of such phrases in different sentences (Flyman Mattson & Håkansson 2010: 65).   

According to Pienemann, structures must occur in mandatory contexts. Mandatory 

contexts are contexts when the occurrence of certain structures is expected (Pienemann 

1998). For example, in She eats pizza, the “s” ending in the verb is expected in the 

sentence because of the subject-verb agreement rule. The subject of the sentence is she, a 

noun in third person singular form, and such subject is expected to be used with a verb 

that ends with “s” such as “eats” in present tense. If a learner writes “she eats pizza”, it 

can be concluded that he or she uses subject-verb agreement in a mandatory context. Two 

examples of such a structure with two different verbs would mean that the learner 

processes PT-level 5, since subject-verb agreement belongs to PT-level 5.  

To determine the participants’ PT-levels, the number of occurrences of structures in 

mandatory contexts will be counted. For example, if subject-verb agreement occurs four 

times in six mandatory contexts, it will be marked with 4/6, and if the same structure 

occurs only once in five mandatory contexts, it will be marked with 1/5. If there are seven 

mandatory contexts and the learner does not use a structure in any one of them, it will be 

marked with 0/7. If there is no mandatory context for a structure, it will be marked with 

/. If a learner uses a structure more than once, but only with the same word, a bracket will 

be added. For example, if a learner uses past tense with the same verb (e.g. cooked) four 

times in seven mandatory contexts, it will be written as (4/7). Whether the structures are 

correctly used is not important. The important thing is that the participants show examples 

of processing structures. Thus, both I cooked meat and She cookd fish are examples of the 

learner processing past tense in mandatory contexts. The conditions that the participants 

have to fulfil to receive a check mark of processing each structure mentioned in PT can 

be read in Appendix 5. The structures that will be investigated in this study are only those 

structures that are mentioned in table 1 and that correspond with the examples of the 

structures found in the same table based on Pienemann and Kessler (2011). The reason 

for choosing not to investigate structures that are not found or that do not correspond with 

the examples of table 1 based on Pienemann and Kessler (2011) is that such structures 
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could make it more difficult to determine the participants’ PT-levels in a reliable fashion. 

For example, the presence of the progressive verb form in relation to subject-verb 

agreement or tag questions have the potential to cause difficulty determining the 

participants’ morphosyntactic development. The reason for that is that such structures are 

not included and/ or exemplified in PT by Pienemann and Kessler (2011). Thus, the risk 

of misjudging the participants’ PT-levels and morphosyntactic development would likely 

increase with the investigation of such structures.                              

When I analysed the written productions of the participants, I analysed one participant’s 

production at a time. I searched for one particular structure in one participant’s text at a 

time and repeated this procedure twice for each participant’s text. For example, I searched 

for examples of past tense verb forms in a participant’s text. Thereafter, I repeated the 

search for past tense verb forms in the same participant’s text. After I finished the search 

for the past tense verb form, I wrote the number of occurrences of the past tense verb 

form into another Word document that contained the fictional name of the participant 

together with the participant’s real name and the course he or she studies. Thereafter, I 

commenced my search for other structures such as plural agreement in noun phrases in 

the same participant’s text. I searched for the structure twice and wrote the number of 

occurrences. Such a searching procedure was performed in relation to each PT structure 

in the participant’s text. After I had searched for each structure that are found in PT twice 

in the participant’s texts and written the number of occurrences of each PT-structure in 

the participant’s production on a separate Word document, I determined the participant’s 

PT-level. After I searched twice for each PT structure in the participant’s text and 

determined his or her PT-level, I started to investigate another participant’s production 

with the use of the same procedure. Thereafter, the participants’ PT-levels were related 

to exposure to English outside school and highest completed formal education from their 

home countries with the intention of looking at the possible influence of such factors on 

the participants’ PT-levels.  

The reason for choosing to search for each structure twice in each participant’s text was 

to decrease the risk of missing or misinterpreting structures in the participants’ 

productions. Yet, mistakes cannot be ruled out entirely, but the occurrence of mistakes 

should decrease significantly with the use of the above-mentioned analysis procedure.  
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5.6 Limitations  

Since this study focuses on the morphosyntactic competence of the participants by 

analysing their written productions, the study will not cover the entire spectrum of the 

participants’ language proficiency in English. In addition, generalizations cannot be made 

based on this study because of the limited number of participants.  

Yet, this study could show how different factors can influence the participants’ 

morphosyntactic competence, and it can also provide the basis for further research about 

Grundvux learners’ morphosyntactic abilities.      

 

6. Results and discussion 

This chapter is divided into six sections. The first section, section 6,1, is about the attained 

PT-levels of Course 4 participants. The second section, section 6.2, is about the attained 

PT-levels of Course 3 participants. Section 6.3 is about providing information about the 

achieved PT-levels of Course 2 students. In section 6.4, a comparison was made about 

the attained PT-levels of Course 2, 3 and 4 participants to discover similarities and 

differences between them. In the fifth section of this chapter, section, 6.5, information 

will be presented about the potential influence of L2 exposure outside school on the 

participants’ PT-levels. In the sixth section, 6.6, information will be presented about the 

potential influence of the participants’ highest completed education on the participants’ 

attained PT-levels. The results and discussions chapter will be followed by a conclusion 

and pedagogical implication chapter, i.e. chapter 7. 

 

6.1 Attained PT-levels in Course 4 

Learners of the National Course 4 are expected, among other things, to express 

themselves fluently and adjust their texts to purposes, recipients and contexts to a higher 

degree compared to Course 2 and 3 learners concerning written and oral productions for 

grade “C” besides writing coherently and relative clearly (Skolverket 2018). Table 2 

presents information about the Course 4 participants’ use of morphosyntactic structures 

and their attained PT-levels.  
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Table 2. Use of morphosyntactic structures and attained PT-levels of Course 4 participants 

Stage Structure John Mary  Sam Chris Rick Sandra Tim 

6 Cancel-

inversion 

/ / / / / / / 

5 Subject-

verb 

agreement 

5/5 1/2 / / 6/6 / 1/4 

5 Questions 

with do in 

second place 

/ / / / / / / 

5 Questions 

with do 

followed by 

negation 

/ / / / / / / 

5 Wh 

question + 

auxiliary 

/ / / 1/1 / / / 

4 Aux+main 

verb 

7/7 2/2 / 2/3 4/4 / 2/2 

4 Past perfect 0/1 / / / / / / 

4 Present 

perfect 

1/1 (2/2) / / / / 1/1 

4 Inversion in 

yes/no 

questions 

/ / / / / / / 

4 Questions 

with copula 

inversion 

/ / / / / / / 

3 Plural 

agreement 

in noun 

phrase 

2/2 / 1/1 / 1/2 1/1 1/1 

3 Negation 

before verb 

/ / / / /  / 

3 Adverb in 

initial 

position 

1/1 5/5 2/2 8/8 2/2 / 7/7 

3 Questions 

with do 

fronting 

/ / / / / / / 

2 Past tense / / 2/2 3/3 / / 7/7 

2 Nouns in 

plural 

4/4 2/2 / 3/4 7/7 2/2 4/4 

2 Possessive 

pronouns 

/ 1/1 / (2/2) / / / 

2 SVO word 

order 

32/32 23/23 9/9 20/20 22/22 11/11 17/17 

2 Negation at 

initial 

position 

/ / / / / /  
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As shown by table 2, the most commonly attained highest PT-level among Course 4 

participants is PT-level 4. Of the total number of seven Course 4 participants, three 

participants, Mary, Chris and Tim have PT-level 4 as their highest attained PT-levels. It 

means that they used morphological structures that belong to PT-level 4 sufficiently 

without using PT-level 5 or 6 structures sufficiently enough, e.g. at least twice with two 

different words and/or sentences. For example, all of them utilize Auxiliary + main verb 

in their texts. Mary uses for example, could win and can run in her text. Mary and Tim 

used other PT-level 4 structures too. For instance, Mary used present perfect with 

examples such as have been twice.  

Two participants of Course 4, John and Rick, attained PT-level 5 as their highest attained 

PT-level. The reason for that was that they used a PT-level 5 structure, in this case subject-

verb agreement, at least twice in at least two sentences and with two different words. John 

wrote for example, The little boy takes a short way while Rick wrote “The competition 

starts”. Since they did not utilize indirect questions, they did not attain PT-level 6.   

One participant, Sam, attained PT-level 3 as his highest PT-level. The reason for that was 

that he used adverb in initial position and noun phrase agreement twice in two different 

sentences and/or words without utilizing higher level structure. He wrote for example, 

Now they were1 starting, e.g. sentences and clauses that start with adverbs and four tree, 

an example of noun phrase agreement. 

One participant of the Course 4 learners, Sandra, attained PT-level 2 as her highest 

attained PT-level. She utilized structures such as nouns in plural (boys) that belong to 

level 2, while she did not utilize structures that belong to the higher levels at least twice, 

or she did not utilize them at all.  

 

 

                                                   

1 Occurrences of subject-verb structures in the progressive form were not included in the analysis, since 
this is a structure that is not discussed or exemplified in relation to PT in Pienemann and Kessler (2011). 
 

1 Words 245 145 49 180 150 63 122 

1 Formulaic 

expressions 

/ / / / / / / 
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6.2 Attained PT-levels in Course 3 

Learners of Course 3 are expected, among other things, to write easily, relatively clearly 

and coherently. In addition, they are also expected to adjust their texts to purposes, 

recipients and contexts to some degree to receive grade “C” (Skolverket 2018). Table 3 

presents information about the Course 3 participants’ use of morphosyntactic structures 

and their attained PT-levels. 

Table 3. Use of morphosyntactic structures and attained PT-levels of Course 3 participants 

Stage Structure Louis Dan  Scott Alex Emily Georgia Meg 

6 Cancel-

inversion 

/ / / / / / / 

5 Subject-

verb 

agreement 

1/3 1/5 0/7 6/11 4/10 3/6 / 

5 Questions 

with do in 

second place 

/ / / / / / / 

5 Questions 

with do 

followed by 

negation 

/ / / / / / / 

5 Wh question 

+ auxiliary 

/ / / / / / / 

4 Aux+main 

verb 

2/3 / 2/2 8/8 / 3/3 / 

4 Past perfect / / / / / / / 

4 Present 

perfect 

/ / / / / / / 

4 Inversion in 

yes/no 

questions 

/ / / / / / / 

4 Questions 

with copula 

inversion 

/ / / / / / / 

3 Plural 

agreement 

in noun 

phrase 

2/2 / 2/2 / 2/3 2/2 / 

3 Negation 

before verb 

/ / / / / / / 

3 Adverb in 

initial 

position 

1/1 2/2 3/3 2/2 1/1 / / 



 

27 

 

As shown by table 3, the most frequently attained highest PT-level of Course 3 

participants is PT-level 5. Of the total number of seven Course 3 participants, three 

participants, Alex, Emily and Georgia have PT-level 5 as their highest PT-level. Their 

highest-level PT-structure is subject-verb agreement. They use subject-verb agreement at 

least twice with two different words/sentences. Emily writes for example, he wears black 

T-shirt and orange short and Alex writes for example, the boy sleeps under trees. Two 

participants of Course 3, Louis and Scott, attained PT-level 4 as their highest PT-level. 

The highest-level structure that they used at least twice with two different sentences 

and/or words is Aux-main verb such as could caught in Louis production or will rest in 

Scott’s production. 

Dan attained PT-level 3 as his highest PT-level. The reason for that is that he has adverb 

in initial position as the highest-level PT-structure in his text. Dan writes for example, 

maybe he win. Meg attained PT-level 2, since she utilizes sentences with SVO-word order 

such as they start to run or nouns in plural such as “two boys” without utilizing higher-

level PT-structures.    

 

6.3 Attained PT-levels in Course 2 

Learners of Course 2 are expected, among other things, to write easily, relatively clearly and 

coherently (Skolverket 2018). Table 4 presents information about the Course 2 participants’ use 

of morphosyntactic structures and their attained PT-levels. 

3 Questions 

with do 

fronting 

/ / / / / / / 

2 Past tense 3/5 / 2/2 / / 2/2 / 

2 Nouns in 

plural 

/ / 1/2 2/2 4/6 10/10 2/2 

2 Possessive 

pronouns 

/ / / 2/2 / 2/2 / 

2 SVO word 

order 

11/11 5/5 17/17 20/20 25/25 21/21 13/13 

2 Negation at 

initial 

position 

/ / / / / / / 

1 Words 85 55 125 142 170 164 64 

1 Formulaic 

expressions 

/ / / / / / / 
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Table 4. Use of morphosyntactic structures and attained PT-levels of Course 2 participants 

Stage Structure Moses Judith Matt Bobby Johnny Mariah  James Matthew 

6 Cancel-

inversion 

/ / / / / / / / 

5 Subject-

verb 

agreement 

/ / / / / / / / 

5 Questions 

with do in 

second 

place 

/ / / / / / / / 

5 Questions 

with do 

followed by 

negation 

/ / / / / / / / 

5 Wh 

question + 

auxiliary 

/ / / / / / / / 

4 Aux+main 

verb 

1/1  2/2 2/2 / / / / 

4 Past perfect / / / / / / / / 

4 Present 

perfect 

/ / / / / / / / 

4 Inversion in 

yes/no 

questions 

/ / / / / / / / 

4 Questions 

with copula 

inversion 

/ / / / / / / / 

3 Plural 

agreement 

in noun 

phrase 

1/1 / / 1/1 / / / / 

3 Negation 

before verb 

/ / / / / / / / 

3 Adverb in 

initial 

position 

3/3 / 3/3 2/2 / 2/2 / / 

3 Questions 

with do 

fronting 

/ / / / / / / / 

2 Past tense / / / / / / / / 

2 Nouns in 

plural 

8/8 1/1 / / 1/1 1/1 (2/2) / 

2 Possessive 

pronouns 

/ / / / / / / / 
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As demonstrated by table 4, the most common highest attained PT-level in the Course 2 

group is PT-level 2. Four of eight participants of Course 2, Judith, Johnny, James and 

Matthew have PT-level 2 as their highest PT-level. In their case, the reason for that is that 

all of them use SVO-word order as the highest-level structure at least twice with two 

different words and/or sentences. For example, Judith writes I see trees and Matthew 

writes he relax near a tree.    

Two participants of this group, Moses and Mariah, attained PT-level 3 as their highest 

PT-level. The cause of that is that both of them have sentences/clauses that start with 

adverb at least twice in two different sentences. For example, Moses writes “later the boy 

with black shirt wake up” and Mariah writes “today he lost”. In addition, Moses uses a 

higher-level PT-structure, aux+ main verb, i.e., can rest, but he does not utilize it at least 

twice to attain PT-level 4.      

On the other hand, two participants, Matt and Bobby, attained PT-level 4 as their highest 

PT-level, since they utilize aux+ main verb twice with two different words. Bobby writes 

for example, must run, and Matt writes will sleep. Since neither of them utilize higher-

level structures, their highest attained PT-level is PT-level 4.  

 

6.4 Morphosyntactic similarities and differences 

Course 2,3 and 4 participants’ PT-levels demonstrate both similarities and differences 

when they are compared based on the course they study. In Courses 2,3 and 4, the lowest 

PT-level that some participants attained is PT-level 2. Totally, 6 participants attained PT-

level 2 as their highest attained PT-level. Four participants of Course 2, one participant 

from Course 3 and another from Course 4 attained PT-level 2 as their highest attained 

PT-level. That is a similarity that unites the three groups.  

Another thing that unites the groups is the fact that all of them have participants that have 

PT-levels 3 or 4 as their highest attained PT-levels. 4 participants have PT-level 3 as their 

2 SVO word 

order 

13/13 4/4 4/5 6/7 6/6 9/9 6/6 7/7 

2 Negation at 

initial 

position 

/ / / / / / / / 

1 Words 134 40 41 50 45 70 65 40 

1 Formulaic 

expressions 

/ / / / / / / / 
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highest attained PT-level. Two participants of Course 2, one participant of Course 3 and 

one from Course 4 attained PT-level 3 as their highest attained PT-levels. In addition, 7 

participants have PT-level 4 as their highest attained PT-level. Two participants of Course 

2, two participants of Course 3 and three participants of Course 4 attained PT-level 4 as 

their highest attained PT-level.     

On the other hand, no participant from Course 2 attained PT-level 5 or higher as his or 

her highest attained PT-level contrary to Course 3 and 4 participants. Both the Course 3 

and 4 groups have participants with PT-level 5. The main difference between Course 3 

and Course 4 participants is that three participants of Course 3 have PT-level 5 as their 

highest attained PT-level while only two participants of Course 4 have PT-level 5 as their 

highest PT-level.  

On the other hand, three participants of Course 4 have PT-level 4 as their highest attained 

PT-levels while two participants of Course 3 have PT-level 4 as their highest attained PT-

level. Other than that, both groups are identical, since both groups have one participant 

that attained PT-level 2 as his or her highest PT-level and another that attained PT-level 

3 as his or her highest attained PT-level.   

Thus, the hypothesis that Course 4 participants in general will attain higher 

morphosyntactic development than Course 2 and 3 participants is only partially true: 

Course 4 participants attained higher morphosyntactic development as a group than 

Course 2 participants, but they did not attain higher morphosyntactic development as a 

group compared to Course 3 participants.  

The cause of the outcome could be attributed to the fact that the majority of the 

participants commenced their current courses on 14/1 2019, only two weeks before the 

data collection. Since most of the participants commenced their current courses on 14/1 

2019, Course 4 participants perhaps did not study English in their current courses long 

enough to demonstrate higher morphosyntactic development compared to Course 3 

participants. The starting date of the courses could also explain why the higher demands 

that are put on Course 4 participants compared to Course 3 participants are not reflected 

in the participants’ written productions. 
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6.5 The influence of exposure to English outside school 

In this section, the influence of exposure to English outside school on the participants’ 

attained PT-levels will be presented and discussed in the same section starting with 

Course 4 participants, followed by Course 2 and 3 participants. Table 5 shows how often 

the participants of Course 4 read, speak, listen or talk in English outside school on a 

weekly basis and their highest attained PT-levels.  

Table 5. Exposure to English outside school and highest attained PT-levels of Course 4 participants 

Participants Listening to 

English 

outside 

school 

Writing in 

English 

outside 

school 

Reading in 

English 

outside 

school 

Speaking in 

English 

outside 

school 

Total hours 

in a week 

Highest 

attained PT-

level 

John 15 hours 3 hours 2 hours 25 minutes 20 hours 

and 25 

minutes 

5 

Mary 1 hour 

 

0 0 0 1 hour 4 

Sam 20 hours 1 hour 2 hours 2 hours 25 hours 3 

Chris 20 hours 3 hours 4 hours 0 27 hours 4 

Rick 3,5 hours 0 14 hours 0 17,5 5 

Sandra 7 hours 30 minutes 6 hours 1 hour 14 hours 

and 30 

minutes 

2 

Tim 2 hours 1 hour 18 hours 2 hours 23 hours 4 

As demonstrated by table 5, the discrepancy between the groups’ participants is 

prominent concerning how often and how they use English outside school. For example, 

Sam only uses English outside school 1 hour per week, while Chris uses English 27 hours 

per week. The most common ways of using English outside school is listening and 

reading, and the least common one is speaking. 
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Based on the answers of Course 4 participants, there is no apparent connection between 

exposure to English outside school and the Course 4 participants’ highest attained PT-

levels. For example, John uses English 20 hours and 25 minutes per week and attained 

PT-level 5 while Chris who used English outside school 27 hours per week attained PT-

level 4. Furthermore, Sandra used English 14 hours and 30 minutes outside school and 

has PT-level 2 as her highest attained PT-level while Mary who only used English 1 hour 

outside school and has PT-level 4 as her highest attained PT-level.      

Similar tendencies concerning frequency/ manner of the use of English outside school, 

and the connection between L2 exposure outside school and highest attained PT-levels 

can be found among Course 3 participants as shown by tables 6.  

Table 6.  Exposure to English outside school and highest attained PT-levels of Course 3 participants. 

Participants Listening to 

English 

outside 

school 

Writing in 

English 

outside 

school 

Reading in 

English 

outside 

school 

Speaking in 

English 

outside 

school 

Total hours 

in a week 

Highest 

attained PT-

level 

Louis 1 hour 30 minutes 30 minutes 0 2 hours 4 

Dan 0 0 3 hours 0 3 hours 3 

Scott 2 hours 3 hours 1 hour 30 mintues 6 hours and 

30 minutes 

4 

Alex 2 hours 0 2 hours 0 4 hours 5 

Emily 1 hour 1 hour 2 hours 0 4 hours 5 

Georgia 

 

1 hour 1 hour 14 hours 30 minutes 16 hours 

and 30 

minutes 

5 

Meg 30 hours 30 minutes 20 hours 0 50 hours 

and 30 

minutes 

2 



 

33 

 

As shown by table 6, similarly to Course 4 participants, reading is the most common way 

of using English outside school followed by listening while the least common way of 

using English outside school among Course 3 participants is speaking. In addition, 

similarly to Course 4 participants, there seems to be no solid, clear-cut connection 

between Course 3 participants’ use of English outside school and their highest attained 

PT-levels. For instance, Meg used English 50 hours and 30 minutes on a weekly basis 

and attained PT-level 2 as her highest attained PT-level while Scott utilized English 6 

hours and 30 minutes and attained PT-level 5.  

Moreover, Course 2 participants demonstrate similar tendencies when it comes to the 

frequency/ way of using English outside school and the effect of L2 exposure on their 

attained PT-levels as shown by table 7.   

 

Table 7. Exposure to English outside school and highest attained PT-levels of Course 2 participants. 

Participants Listening to 

English 

outside 

school 

Writing in 

English 

outside 

school 

Reading in 

English 

outside 

school 

Speaking in 

English 

outside 

school 

Total hours 

in a week 

Highest 

attained PT-

level 

Moses 1 hour 1 hour 1 hour 0 3 hours 3 

Judith 1 hour 1 hour 3 hours 1 hour 6 hours 2 

Matt  2 hours 3 hours 5 hours 1 hour 11 hours 4 

Bobby 2 hours 6 hours 4 hours 0 12 hours 4 

Johnny 1 hour 1 hour 2 hours 0 4 hours 2 

Mariah 0 0 2 hours 0 2 hours 3 
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James 0 0 1 0 1 hour 2 

Matthew  0 0 1 0 1 hour 2 

 

As shown by table 7, similarly to Course 3 and 4 participants, reading is the most common 

way of using English outside school among Course 2 participants while speaking is the 

least common one. In addition, a connection between L2 exposure to English outside 

school and highest attained PT-levels is, similarly to Course 3 and 4 participants, unlikely. 

For example, Moses used English 3 hours on a weekly basis and attained PT-level 3 while 

Judith used English 6 hours a week and attained PT-level 2. 

To sum up, the findings show that exposure to English outside school as a factor does not 

seem to have any clear influence on the participants’ morphosyntactic development, since 

there seems to be no clear-cut connection between language use outside school and 

attained PT-levels. It is not uncommon that participants who utilize English more 

frequently outside school do not attain higher PT-levels than those who utilize English 

less frequently on a weekly basis. The results of this study show similarity with Day’s 

(1985) findings and contradict Baker et.al. (2012).  Based on this and the findings of 

Day’s study, a connection between more exposure to L2 outside school and higher 

grammatical development is unlikely. One possible explanation for the outcome might be 

the observer’s paradox, i.e. participants give answers that they thought will present them 

more favourably in relation to the author of this study (Labov 1972: 209). It entails that 

some participants claimed that they used English more frequently outside school than 

they were actually doing. Difficulties estimating the use of English outside school on a 

weekly basis could also be an explanation for the apparent lack of a clear-cut connection 

between the use of English outside school and the PT-levels/morphosyntactic 

development of the participants. Another explanation could be, similarly to Segalowitz 

and Freed (2004), the quality of the exposure: participants who were exposed more to L2 

outside school were perhaps exposed to basic language input and/or production that did 

not benefit their grammatical development substantially.  
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6.6 The influence of highest completed education 

In this section, the participants’ highest completed education and its effect on their highest 

attained PT-levels will be presented. Table 8 shows information about each participant’s 

highest completed education from their home countries and attained PT-levels.  

Table 8.  Highest completed education of the participants and their highest attained PT-levels.  

Participant and course Highest completed 

education 

Highest attained PT-level 

John (course 4) Upper-secondary school 5 

Mary (course 4) Upper-secondary school 4 

Sam (course 4) Upper-secondary school 3 

Chris (course 4) Elementary school 4 

Rick (course 4) Upper-secondary school 5 

Sandra (course 4) University 2 

Tim (course 4) Upper-secondary school 4 

Louis (course 3) No completed education 4 

Dan (course 3) Upper-secondary school 3 

Scott (course 3) Upper-secondary school 4 

Alex (course 3) Upper-secondary school 5 

Emily (course 3) University 5 

Georgia (course 3) University 5 

Meg (course 3) Upper-secondary school 2 

Moses (course 2) Elementary school 3 

Judith (course 2) Elementary school 2 

Matt (course 2) University 4 

Bobby (course 2) University 4 

Johnny (course 2) No completed education 2 

Mariah (course 2)  University 3 

James (course 2) Elementary school 2 

Matthew (course 2) University 2 

As shown by table 8, participants with elementary school or lower as their highest 

completed education attained lower PT-levels in general compared to those with upper-

secondary school or University as their highest completed education regardless of the 

course they study. Only participants such as John or Emily with at least upper-secondary 

school as their highest completed education attained PT-level 5. 5 participants with at 

least upper-secondary school as their highest completed education, John, Rick, Alex, 

Emily and Georgia, have PT-level 5 as their highest attained PT-level.  
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Furthermore, 5 participants with at least upper-secondary school as their highest 

education, Mary, Tim, Scott, Matt and Bobby, have PT-level 4 as their highest PT-level. 

3 participants with at least upper-secondary school as their highest education, Sam, Dan, 

and Mariah, attained PT-level 3 as their highest attained PT-level while Sandra, Meg and 

Matthew attained PT-level 2. On the other hand, two participants with elementary school or 

no completed education as their educational background, Chris and Louis, attained PT-level 4 as 

their highest PT-level. Moses attained PT-level 3 while Judith, Johnny and James attained PT-

level 2. 

Based on this study, there can be a connection between educational background and 

attained PT-levels, i.e. participants with higher educational backgrounds tend to attain 

higher PT-levels than participants with lower educational backgrounds. Thus, educational 

background can have a solid influence on the participants’ morphosyntactic knowledge. 

The results of this study correspond with Ellis (2008) claims that educational background 

has a prominent impact on L2 development. Participants with higher educational 

backgrounds in general attained higher PT-levels which, in turn, can imply that such 

participants reached a higher L2 development, at least in a grammatical sense, compared 

to those with lower educational backgrounds. Perhaps their higher L2 development could 

be attributed to their more developed study habits and learning strategies as mentioned 

by Ellis (2008) or to their experiences of learning and using languages in general.       

Yet, this study has fewer participants with elementary school as their highest completed 

education or no completed education compared to participants who have upper-secondary 

school or University education as their highest completed education. A study with more 

participants from the former group could have provoked different results. Another thing 

that maybe influenced the outcome could be the potential impact of the instruction on the 

picture series in relation to the participants’ PT-levels. For example, one explanation for 

the lack of questions in the participants’ productions could be that the instruction on the 

picture series did not mention that the students are allowed to use dialogues while 

describing the picture series. An instruction that explicitly states that the students are 

allowed to use dialogues could have encouraged the participants to utilize questions in 

their written productions. Thus, the participants could have attained other PT-levels with 

different instructions. Therefore, the results of this study should be treated with caution.      
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7. Conclusions and pedagogical implications 

This study aimed to discover the morphosyntactic development of Grundvux students 

with the aid of Processability theory (PT). In addition, the study aimed to examine the 

influence of exposure to English outside school and highest completed education on the 

Grundvux learners’ PT-levels. The results of this study provided a picture of the 

Grundvux learners’ morphosyntactic levels and the similarities and differences between 

them based on whether they studied Course 2, 3 or 4. The results also demonstrated that 

highest completed education could have a prominent influence on the learners’ 

morphosyntactic development and that a connection between exposure to English outside 

school and morphosyntactic competence is questionable. Yet, no definite conclusions can 

be drawn from this study, since the number of participants is limited and because other 

task instructions could have provoked a different outcome by promoting elicitation of 

other structures than those that occurred more frequently on the participants’ productions. 

More research is needed about Grundvux learners of English with different educational 

backgrounds in the future to solidify the results of this study concerning educational 

background and its relation to attained PT-levels, or to strengthen the claim that L2 

exposure to English outside school does not have a strong impact on the learners’ 

morphosyntactic knowledge.            

As mentioned by Pienemann (1998), Kawaguchi (2005) and others, teaching grammar 

structures is most helpful if structures that are taught lie a level above the learners’ current 

PT- levels. By doing so, teachers can increase the effectiveness of their teaching by 

increasing the likelihood of their students utilizing the taught structures shortly after those 

structures were presented to them. For example, learners with PT-level 2 may benefit 

from teaching about plural agreement in noun phrases or adverbs in initial position. 

Learners with PT-level 3 should be taught about PT-level 4 structures such as different 

kinds of verb phrases or inversion in yes/no questions. PT-level 4 students may benefit 

from instruction about subject-verb agreement or wh questions with a non-copula verb in 

second place. PT-level 5 learners can, in turn, benefit from teachers teaching them the 

features of indirect questions. By functioning as a diagnostic tool, PT can help L2 

language teachers to decide what grammar structure to teach and when, what study 

material to use and in which form the teaching should be executed ( teaching in whole 
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class, small groups or individual teaching) to increase the possibility of language 

acquisition among the students and to tackle the difficulties that diverse learner groups, 

such as Grundvux student groups, may entail for language teaching and learning. 
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10. Appendix  

Appendix 1. Background information about the study’s participants. The abbreviation “p” 

stands for participants in the table below.  

Age Native 

languag

es 

Other 

spoken 

languag

es 

Age of 

commen

cing 

learning 

English  

Years 

studying 

English 

in school 

Starting 

date of 

the 

current 

English 

course 

First 

time 

taking 

the 

current 

course 

Reasons 

of 

studying 

English. 

20-45: 19 

p. 

Arabic, 

Persian, 

German, 

Somali, 

Russian 

Swedish, 

English, 

Dari, 

Ukrainian  

Before 

13: 17 p.  

Less than 

6 years:11 

p. 

14/1 2019 

18 p.  

Yes: 18 p.  to 

perform a 

job, to 

continue 

studying. 

45 or 

older: 3 p.   

  After 13: 

5p.   

 

 

More than 

6 years: 

11 p.  

Autumn 

last year: 

4 p.  

No: 4 p.   
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Appendix 2 Questionnaire 

 

Namn:_______________________________________________  

Kurs:________________________________________________  

 

1. Hur gammal är du?______________________________ 

 

2. Vad är ditt modersmål?___________________________ 

 

3. Vilka andra språk pratar du?_______________________ 

 

4. Vilken är din högsta avslutade utbildning?   grundskolan  gymnasiet  universitetet     

         ingen avslutad utbildning 

 

5. Hur gammal var du när du började lära dig engelska för första gången?_____________ 

 

6. Hur många år har du studerat engelska i skolan?_______________________________ 

 

7. När började du studera din nuvarande kurs i engelska?__________________________ 

 

8. Är det första gången du studerar din nuvarande kurs i engelska?  ja         nej  

 

9. Hur många timmar i veckan läser du på engelska utanför skolan?___________________ 
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10. Hur många timmar i veckan skriver du på engelska utanför skolan?_________________ 

 

 

11.  Hur många timmar i veckan lyssnar du på engelska utanför skolan?________________ 

 

 

12. Hur många timmar i veckan pratar du engelska utanför skolan?____________________ 

 

 

13. Varför valde du att studera engelska i Grundvux? 
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Appendix 3 

Picture series 

Skriv en berättelse om bilderna nedan i engelska. Skriv om vad du ser i 
bilderna. Börja med bild 1. Du jobbar ensam.  
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Appendix 4.  

Example of a description of the picture series 
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Appendix 5 

Written consent 

 

Samtycke om deltagande i studien 

 

Institution: Linneuniversitet 

Skribenten som gör studien är Attila Czaholi (attilaczaholi@mail.com) 

Handledare: Spela Mezek (spela.mezek@lnu.se) 

 

Jag vill säga ett stort tack till dig som bestämde att delta i denna studie. Studien handlar om 

kunskaper i engelsk grammatik. Det enda som du behöver göra är att beskriva en bildserie med 

sex bilder och svara på några enkla frågor. Texten som du skriver kommer att analyseras, och 

din text kommer att få en siffra mellan 1 och 5 (1 är minst, 5 är störst). Din text kommer att 

kopplas till informationer som du gav mig om din ålder, ditt modersmål etc. 

Du valdes att delta i studien, för att du studerar engelska i Grundvux.      

Om du deltar i studien tränar du att skriva inför det nationella provet. Du kan också få mina 

kommentarer för att bli bättre i engelska.  

Ditt namn kommer inte att synas på studien. Dina uppgifter kommer inte att användas i andra 

sammanhang än studien. 

Med din signatur bekräftar du att du har läst texten ovan, att du vill delta i studien samt att din 

bildbeskrivning får användas i studien. 

 

Namnteckning:______________________________      

 

Datum:_____________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:attilaczaholi@mail.com
mailto:spela.mezek@lnu.se
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Appendix 6 

Structures, the conditions necessary for their processing and examples. 

Structure Condition Example 

SVO- word order Subject comes before verb in 

affirmative clauses 

I eat food now, Now I eat 

food 

Past tense Use of verb endings “d”, or 

“ed”  

Arrived, walked  

Nouns in plural Use of “s” as noun endings Cats, dogs, birds, boys 

Possessive pronouns Use of possessive pronouns 

both before and after the 
noun it modifies  

My dog, dog is mine 

Negation at initial position Sentences/clauses start with 

negation 

No you are here, no here you 

are 

Plural agreement in noun 
phrases 

Numeral adjusts to the noun 
it modifies with the noun 

ending with “s”. 

Two cats, three boys, four 
trees  

Negation before verb in 

affirmative clauses 

Negation comes before verb 

without the negation being 
placed on initial position 

You no look here, Yesterday 

you no look here 

Adverb at initial position Sentences/clauses start with 

adverbs 

Tomorrow, you will cook, 

Tomorrow will you cook 

Questions with do-fronting Questions that start with 
“do” 

Do you like footbol? Do sing 
he the song? 

Aux+ main verb An aux+ main verb are 

present within the same verb 

phrase 

Can speak, will walked, 

should dance 

Present perfect Have+ another verb in past 

tense 

Have worked, have workd, 

have learned 

Past perfect Had+ another verb in past 

tense 

Had wished, had wisd, had 

walked 

Inversion in yes/no questions Questions that start with a 

non-copula verb before 

subject and you answer yes 
or now to such questions 

Have you seen him? Had you 

dancd with her? 

Copula verb inversion Questions that start with 

copula verb before subject  

Are you home? Am I sick? 

Subject- verb agreement The verb adjusts to the 
subject in third person 

singular 

She sings, Mariah dances, 
John listens to music 

Questions with do in second 

place 

The aux verb do is on second 

place in questions 

Why did you do that? How 

do you do? 

Questions with do followed 

by negation 

Negation comes after the aux 

do in questions when do is 

not at initial position 

Why did not you do that? 

Why do not you know that? 

Wh questions with aux in 
second place 

Questions start with an 
interrogative word that is 

followed by an aux verb 

other than “do” 

Where could he be? What 
must we read? 

Cancel inversion with 

indirect questions 

Questions that are part of an 

affirmative clause and in 

which the subject comes 

before the verb 

I wonder how she danced so 

good.  

 


