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The Impact of Executive Attention Strategy on EFL Preparatory School
Pupils’ Oral Achievement in Enalish
Abstract

Many EFL preparatory school pupils struggle to achieve oral proficiency in
English due to limited engagement and ineffective instructional strategies.
This study aims to investigate the effect of executive attention strategy on
preparatory pupils’ oral achievement in English and to assess the
magnitude of its impact during the academic year (2024 — 2025). To this
end, the following hypothesis was formulated: There is a significant impact
of executive attention strategy on EFL preparatory school pupils’ oral
achievement in English. The sample comprised two sections: section (A)
serving as the experimental group, comprised of 37 pupils who were taught
by using the executive attention strategy; and section (B), the control
group, also comprised (37) pupils who were taught by using the traditional
method. Data were collected using pre- and post-tests administrated to both
control and experimental groups. The findings reveal a statically significant
effect of the executive attention strategy on pupils’ oral achievement in
English indicating a strong positive effect.

Keywords: Executive attention, Impact, Oral achievement, Strategy.
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¥.0 Introduction

Poor English language proficiency remains a persistent challenge among Iraqi
pupils, despite English being the most commonly taught foreign language at the
kindergarten, primary, and secondary levels. While a few fluent secondary schools offer
French alongside English« the overall language outcomes remain unsatisfactory. Many
pupils fall short of the English proficiency required for entry-level employment. This
issue can be attributed to several interrelated factors: cultural, social and economic
problems; low-income family backgrounds; and an inappropriate curriculum and
textbook design. Moreover, the shortage of competent and experienced English
teachers, pupils' lack of motivation to learn, and general negligence toward language
learning further worsen the problem. These elements collectively contribute to Iraqi
pupils’ consistently poor performance in learning English. Because there is little

research on this topic, some research with old dates can be seen.

According to Haycraft (1993), one of the main reasons why pupils perform poorly
in learning English is due to severe classroom climate, overcrowded classrooms, and
inadequate teaching methods. While acknowledging that the school a student attends
also has an impact on his performance, Kwesiga (2002) also claimed that a school's
quality is usually determined by the number of amenities it offers, which in turn

influences the students’ performance and achievement.
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The Impact of Executive Attention Strategy on EFL Preparatory School
Pupils’ Oral Achievement in Enalish

Furthermore, Ojell et al. (2023) indicated that learning attention is a physiological
mechanism that controls how the mind processes information, acting as a regulating
system and interacting with various states of consciousness. Furthermore, human
interaction with the environment and learning new information depend on the capacity
to swiftly select and evaluate inputs swiftly. One important concept that is frequently
confused with involvement is pupils' attentiveness. Additionally, it is an element of
persistence, positive conduct, overt participation, and behavioural engagement.
According to Goldberg et al. (2021), the attention phenomenon is a signal for learning-

related processes that ought to be displayed in pupils' behaviour.

2.1The Problem of the Study

The process of learning a new language is not simple. Speaking is the most
challenging language skill for both foreign language teachers and pupils, therefore,
pupils in English language classes overlook or practise this skill inadequately. English
teachers typically emphasise writing assignments, reading texts, and practising patterns,
but they hardly ever involve their pupils in speaking exercises. Speaking English is a
more effective way to learn the language than reading or hearing.

The classic grammar translation approach is used in English language instruction at
all general education levels in the majority of Arab nations, including Iraq. Grammar
rules, vocabulary memorisation, text translation, and writing tasks are the main goals of
language classes. English is rarely used actively in class; instead, the native tongue is

used.

Some researchers place the possibilities of teaching speaking successfully upon the
teaching strategies. In EFL environments, teachers might employ a variety of tactics to
assist pupils in improving their speaking abilities. Speaking abilities can be effectively
developed through discussions, interviews, and problem-solving exercises, particularly
when teachers handle them properly. Zakaria (2005) stated that in an EFL setting, these
methods can help pupils get ready for communication in the real world. Essentially,
cooperative learning represents a shift in educational paradigm from teacher-centered
approach to a more pupil-centered learning in small groups. It creates excellent
opportunities for pupils to engage in problem-solving with the help of their group

members.
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Therefore, the study's main focus is on the fact that preparatory school pupils
struggle with oral English expression and have poor speaking skills. For this reason,
language instruction that promotes communicative language use is required. Pupils
should be encouraged to actively participate in language activities when learning
English. Instead of being teacher-directed, English language learning ought to be more
self-directed. Accordingly, it is hypothesised that using executive attention strategy in
preparatory course units could enhance and advance pupils' oral English performance.

This study attempts to answer the following question:

e What is the effect of the executive attention strategy in teaching English as a foreign

language on the preparatory pupils’ oral English achievement?

2.2 Objective of the Study

The current study aims to investigate the impact of executive attention strategy on

fourth-year EFL preparatory pupils' oral achievement in English.

2.3 Hypothesis of the Study
There is a significant impact of executive attention strategy on fourth-year EFL

preparatory pupils’ oral achievement in English.

2.4 Factors Influencing Pupils’ Learning Achievement

According to Richards and Schmidt (2010), achievement can be defined as the
measure of a pupil’s learning about a particular course of study, textbook, or

instructional programme.

2.4.1 Learning Facilities

Pupils are inspired and motivated to be more active in their education, as stated
briefly by Akomolafe and Adesua (2016). Good learning facilities are mostly necessary
for teachers to create the best possible working environment. Similar circumstances
applied to the pupils; adequate learning resources would foster strong motivation for

learning, which can raise their achievement.

| x| 22025 J sl =y Au Aid) - (¥ ) QgD sl




The Impact of Executive Attention Strategy on EFL Preparatory School
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2.4.2 Parents’ Role

"Home" refers to the place where the foundation of education and learning takes
place, according to Kudari (2016). Strong academic performance requires that parents,
children, and other family members create a learning environment at home. Parents, for
example, are obligated to assist their children when they struggle with particular topics.

They can teach their children themselves, or they can provide private tuition.
2.4.3 Motivation

Hanin et al. (2011) think that motivation is the primary element that significantly
influences a pupil's success. Additionally, it is one of the most significant elements
influencing pupils' performance or accomplishments in English. It is closely linked to
the success or failure of secondary school pupils’ English instruction. Consequently,
educators need to focus more on this element.

2.4.4 Classroom Environment

Kudari (2016) maintains that pupils learn intellectual concepts from their teachers
in the classroom. Teachers are responsible for completing the topic of the syllabus.
Thus, a well-organised and disciplined classroom setting is essential. In addition to
encouraging mutual understanding, friendliness, and collaboration between teachers and
pupils as well as among other pupils, it is crucial for both parties must exhibit moral and
ethical qualities in the classroom. Moreover, pupils should be provided with purposeful
activities that help them to think and develop their understanding as a part of their

classroom ongoing experience as asserted by Saalh & Esmaeel (2022).
2.5 Executive Attention

According to Holmboe and Johnson (2005), human cognition depends on our
capacity to focus on specific items, spatial places, and people within our diverse and
complicated sensory world. The ability to plan our answers, particularly in conflict
situations where multiple responses are conceivable, is referred to as executive

attention, which is a crucial component of attention.

Checa and Rueda, (2011) stated that executive attention, also known as attentional
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regulation, is necessary for learning to overcome dominant or well-learned reactions,
confronting new and/or risky situations, identifying and fixing mistakes, and making
plans of action. Within Posner's neurocognitive model, executive attention is associated
with the activity of a brain network known as the executive attention network, which

includes prefrontal and anterior cingulate cortical areas.

The ability to sustain highly active memory representations in the face of
distraction is known as executive attention. These representations can be triggered by
environmental cues related to tasks, goal states, or action plans. The significance of it is
that, in many circumstances, especially when response competition or interference is
present, the active keeping of information can be advantageous. This is because
objectives, task-relevant data, or reaction plans can be readily recovered from long-term
memory (LTM) when necessary, and when there is no interference. However, reaction
patterns and inaccurate information are unlikely to be recovered in situations with a lot
of interference. Therefore, these situations create the opportunity to rely on active

information maintenance (Kane & Engle, 2002).

Formally speaking, Heitz et al. (2005, p. 63) explain that executive attention and
attentional control are interchangeable terms. Moreover, they added that executive
attention is a “voluntary, effortful cognitive act that serves to maintain information
through activation of relevant brain circuitry, inhibit the irrelevant and distracting
information that impinges on us at any one time, and suppress prepotent response
tendencies that are task irrelevant” .Besides that, similar concepts (executive attention;
executive control) that are interchangeable with attentional control have been derived

from Baddeley and Hitch's use of the term central executive.

2.5.1 Executive Attention and Productive Skills

Saalh (2014) expressed that the foundation of language instruction is the idea that
language is a means of communication. In other words, language is viewed as a social
tool that speakers employ to convey meaning; speakers may use written or spoken

language to discuss topics with others.

In any language education course, the ability to write and speak is crucial. In the age

of globalisation, English has risen to prominence in all spheres of communication, both
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domestically and outside. Speaking tasks frequently call on instantaneous verbal replies
and real-time processing, which may be more impacted by multitasking demands. Al-
Bayati & Al-Bakri (2024), stated that writing assignments, on the other hand, can need
more preparation and self-control, which might enable people to multitask more

successfully.
2.5.2 Executive Attention and Receptive Skills

Pressley (2006) highlighted that reading is a sophisticated mental process that
involves coordinating a variety of factors, including word parts (prefixes and suffixes),
sounds, meanings, syntax (word order), and reading comprehension techniques. Skilled
readers must manage all of these features, coordinating them seamlessly for effective
comprehension. Executive attention has a crucial role in reading. Readers are required
to use their working memory at the sentence level (remembering what was read earlier)

as well as at the letter level (for unfamiliar letter-by-letter decoded words).

Ismail and Al-Salihi (2025) indicated that studying and comprehending listening is a
difficult task. They suggest that describing listening clearly and succinctly manner is
challenging. It is one of the two language skills utilised when speaking verbally and one
of the four primary skills employed in language instruction. Additionally, “speech
recognition”, "speech perception”, "speech understanding”, and "spoken language
understanding™ are all related to hearing as a pedagogical term. Furthermore, listening is
an active process of meaning construction in which the listener automatically and in real
time attends to and processes pertinent visual and auditory input based on the purpose of
the listening to understand what is explicitly stated and derive all necessary conclusions

from the message.

2.6 Related Previous Studies

Checa and Rueda (2011)

The study entitled “Behavioural and Brain Measures of Executive Attention and
School Competence in Late Childhood” aimed to examine the role of executive
attention on school competence in early adolescence. The sample of this study was
37participants. The participants were recruited at the school by sending a letter to their

carers with information about the general purpose of the study. The study involved two
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sessions. In the first session, which was conducted at the school and took approximately
50 minutes, participants filled out a questionnaire about their schooling skills. In the
second session, children were tested individually. The data was collected by using the
self-report version of the Health Resources Inventory questionnaire that consists of 31
items to gather information on schooling skills. The high school board provided
information on the official grades of all grades obtained at the end of the academic year
by each student to gain the measure of academic achievement. Moreover, the Kaufman

Brief Intelligence Test was used to measure intelligence.

The findings indicated that individual differences in executive attention and
effortful control predict most dimensions of school competence. Also, individual
differences in the amplitude of event-related potentials related to interference
suppression predict school achievement and some skills important for school. The

results are consistent with the role attributed to executive attention in self-regulation.

3.0 Methodology

3.1 The Experimental Design
The experimental research design is a framework of methods and procedures

developed for conducting experimental research using a scientific approach with two
sets of variables. Experimental research assists a researcher in gathering the required
data to make better research decisions and determine the facts of a research study
(Sirisilla, 2023)

A pre-test and a post-test are components of the quasi-experimental methodology
employed in this study. The control group is performed by one class, and the
experimental group by another. The executive attention method is used to teach the
experimental group (independent variable). The teacher's guide's standard teaching
methodology is applied to the control group. The results are then examined to see if any

changes that are statistically significant.

Table (1)

The Experimental Design
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Groups Assessment Treatment Achievement
Experimental Group | Pre-test Executive attention strategy Post-test
Control Group Pre-test Traditional teaching Post-test

3.2 Population and Sample

A properly selected group that is relevant to the goals of the study must be used to
select participants. The set of people about whom conclusions are made is known as the
target population, according to Enarson et al. (2004). Singh and Masuku (2013) asserted
that sampling is the process of choosing a group of people from a population to estimate

the characteristics of the entire population.

The 74 pupils in the sample were chosen from a group of pupils in a fourth-
preparatory school. Sample (A) has been chosen at random to represent the
experimental group, and sample (B) has been assigned to be the control group. Table 2

shows that there are 37 pupils in each section.

Table 2
Sample of the Study
Groups Number Gender Level
Experimental Group 37 Female Fourth Preparatory
Control Group 37 Female Fourth Preparatory

3.3 Equalization of the Groups
The T-test statistics of the two independent groups in the pre-test variable are used to

equalise the two groups.

3.4 Psychometric Properties of the Instrument
Before starting the study, one of the most important things to do is to look at the
measure that will be used. Part of this involves examining the psychometric properties
of the tools. Reliability and validity are used to produce statistics on psychometric

qualities (Calalano, 2016).
3.4.1 Validity of the Test
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The degree of accuracy and generalisability of the results is known as validity
(Brown & Rodgers, 2004).

3.4.2 Face Validity

The degree to which a test appears to assess what it is intended to measure is known
as face validity. When an instrument accurately measures what it is supposed to
measure, it is deemed legitimate. According to Taherdoost (2016), an instrument's
validity is determined by how well it accomplishes the original purpose for which it was

designed.

3.4.3 Construct Validity

The amount to which an instrument assesses the characteristic, theoretical capacity,
or construct that it is designed to measure is known as construct validity (Li, 2016).
According to Lehman and Mehrens (2003), construct validity is the focus of integrating
all evidence pertaining to the interpretation or meaning of test results; hence, all

evidence of validity is evidence of construct validity.
3.4.4 Difficulty Level and Discrimination Power of Oral Test Items

According to Brown (2004), the difficulty of the item is "the extent to which an item
is easy or difficult to a group of students” (p. 59). An overly simple test may not be able
to differentiate between test-takers who perform well and those who don't, and an overly

difficult test may not be able to reliably assess aptitude (Mesic, 2011).

Alderson (1995, p. 80) defines discrimination power as “calculating the level to
which the findings of a specific item correlate with the results of the complete test”. In
other words, a question is deemed to have a weak power of discrimination if both highly
and lowly skilled students correctly answer it. The ability of an exam to differentiate

between strong and poor testers is known as item discrimination.

The researcher analysed the difficulty and discrimination coefficients of the oral test

items as they are shown in Table (3).
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Table (3)
Level of Difficulty and Discrimination Power of the Achievement in English Oral Test
Items
: : Weight _ Difficulty | Discrimination| Discrimination
guestion item Group Difficulty
0|1 2 level power level
Upper| 4| 1|25
1 0.56 Moderately 0.58 Very Good
Lower| 18| 8 | 4
Upper| 9| 3| 18
2 0.43 Moderately 0.43 Very Good
Lower| 22| 3| 5
- Upper | 10| 3 | 17
Listening 3 0.46 Moderately 0.32 Good
Lower| 18| 6 | 6
Upper| 8| 5| 17
4 0.43 Moderately 0.43 Very Good
Lower| 21| 5| 4
Upper| 6 | 6| 18
5 0.48 Moderately 0.43 Very Good
Lower| 17| 10| 3
Proun Upper| 10| 20| O
: 0.33 Moderately 0.67 Very Good
&Clarity Lower| 30| 0| O
- Upper| 2| 28| O
Fluidity 0.47 Moderately 0.93 Very Good
Reading Lower| 30| 0| O
Aloud Upper| 0| 30| O
Volume 0.50 Moderately 1.00 Very Good
Lower| 30| 0| O
: Upper| 7 23| 0
Intonation 0.38 Moderately 0.77 Very Good
Lower| 30| 0| O
Upper| 0 | 10| 20
Fluency 0.67 Moderately 0.33 Good
Lower| 0| 0| 30
_ Upper | 10| 3 | 17
Pronunciations 0.39 Moderately 0.45 Very Good
Lower| 20| 10| O
: Upper| 0| 2| 28
Speaking | Vocabulary 0.73 Easy 0.47 Very Good
Lower| 0| 30| O
Upper| 0| 2| 28
Grammar 0.73 Easy 0.47 Very Good
Lower| 0| 30| O
Presentation | Upper| 0 | 12| 18
: 0.58 Moderately 0.45 Very Good
skills Lower| 10| 19| 1
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It is clear that all items in the achievement in the oral English test had a difficulty
level ranging from 0.33 — 0.73 which indicates that they are of moderate difficulty.
Furthermore, all items in the achievement in oral English test had a discrimination rate
of between 0.32 — 1.00 which indicates that they had a very good discrimination

coefficient.

3.4.5 Reliability

A measurement is considered reliable if it yields equal and consistent results
(Blumberg et al., 2005). According to Chakrabartty (2013), it assesses a study's
correctness, consistency, repeatability, and dependability. The researcher verified the
stability of her research tool by. This is done by calculating the correlation between the
scores estimated in the second marking are those from the same marker or from another
marker. The researcher performed her research test on a sample different from the
fundamental research sample to compute dependability by depending on correction
stability.

4.0 Analysis of Data

In the oral post-test achievement in English, the experimental group's mean score is
21.504 with a standard deviation of 4.716, while the control group's mean score is
13.676 with a standard deviation of 3.550. A two-sample t-test is used to confirm the
equality of the two groups and maintain that there are statistically significant differences

between the two research groups, experimental and control.

The F-ratio is independently calculated by dividing the large variance by the small
one. For example, the experimental group's oral post-test achievement in English had a
variance of 22.241, while the control group's pupils had a variance of 13.603. As a
result, the calculated F-ratio is 1.765, which is less than the tabular F-ratio of 3.15 at

two degrees of freedom of 1, 36, indicating the equality of the two research groups.

Because the computed t-value of 8.769 is more than the tabulated t-value of 2.000

at a significance level of 0.05 and a degree of freedom of 72, the t-test equation is then
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applied for two independent samples. This indicates that the two research groups' oral

post-test performance in English differs statistically significantly, supporting the

experimental group's use of the executive attention strategy, and Table 3 and Figure 1

show this.

Table (3)

T-Test Results for the Two Research Groups (Experimental and Control) on

Achievement in English Oral Posttest Variable

F. Ratio T. Test Level
Groups| N | Mean | S.D | Variance DF| of
Computed | Tabulated| Computed| Tabulated .
sig.
EG. | 37| 21.504| 4.716| 22.241
1.765 3.15 8.769 2.000 | 72| 0.05
CG. | 37| 13.676| 3.550| 12.603
Figure (1)

Columns Showing the Mean Scores of the Experimental and the Control Groups on the

Oral Posttest

M Oral postest

Oral post-test

25

Control

Expermental

The Eta Sequard is used by the researcher to determine the effect size of the

independent variable executive attention strategy on the dependent variable oral

achievement in English. The calculated Eta value for the executive attention strategy

with the dependent variable achievement in English oral post-test is 0.516, and the

effect size is big when compared to the ranges for the Eta coefficient.
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5.0 Conclusions

1. Significantly, pupils' achievement in English is improved when the executive
attention method is applied.

2. The teachers' need for more training courses indicates their lack of experience.
3. The excessive use of the target source language (Arabic) as the language of

instruction.

5.1 Recommendations

1. Every school should have a well- stocked library that allows pupils to use
computers and books to advance their knowledge.

2. Teachers should concentrate on all four of the English language skills simultaneously,
without sacrificing any of them.

3. It is necessary to adopt new teaching methods and strategies to excel pupils’ oral
skills.

4. More resources and practice guides are required for pupils to practise every day and
advance their foundational English language skills.

5. Pupils need more facilities, exercise books and CDs to practise daily and to improve their

basic knowledge of English.
5.2 Suggestions

Based on the basis of the previous recommendations, the researcher suggests the

following:
1. Investigating the role of teachers’ qualifications on pupils’ mastery of English.
2. Exploring the relationship between the picture strip story and speaking skills.

3. Checking the effectiveness of language teaching techniques on pupils’ productive
skills.
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