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Introduction

This publication is about vocabulary, aware-
ness of sounds in words and learning to read in 
the context of multilingual education. Vocabu-
lary and phonological awareness are important 
predictors for literacy development in young 
children. Moreover, recent studies show that 
especially the development of lexical specificity 
plays a crucial role in this process. Knowledge 
of the development of these aspects and their 
mutual correlation is relevant for teachers who 
are involved in teaching reading and spelling 
to young students in a multilingual education 
context. How does students’ multilingual de-
velopment influence the development of early 
literacy? And what is the effect of the develop-
ment of different aspects of early literacy on 
the quality of their multilingual skills? 

For some time research has been done at the 
Radboud University Nijmegen on the effects 
of bilingual education on the development of 
vocabulary, phonological awareness and early 
literacy and the role of lexical specificity on 
these aspects in young children. In addition, 
two international projects have been conduct-
ed in this area in cooperation with the Ontario 
Institute for the Study of Education (Toronto, 
Canada). In this publication these research 
results are discussed and translated for those 
who work with students in the lower grades of 
primary education. 

In this publication, the following questions 
will be addressed:

1. How are the different aspects of early lit-
eracy correlated? And what about these 
aspects in a multilingual context, for ex-
ample for students who learn a second 
language in school?

2. Is it possible to train specific aspects, in 
order to foster or additionally stimulate 
the development of early literacy?

3. Does the development of aspects of one 
language influence the development of 
those in another language? And does 
training one language also affect the de-
velopment of the other language?

4. What practical recommendations can be 
given for the stimulation and monitoring 
of early literacy in two languages, in mul-
tilingual education?  
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of vocabulary and phonological awareness in relation 
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translated into practical insights and advice for early 
literacy education in the multilingual classroom. 
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 Lexical specificity

Lexical specificity concerns the extent to which 
words, together with their specific characteris-
tics, are stored in the mental lexicon of the child. 
Each word that a child knows is saved in the 
mental lexicon with its own characteristic sound 
structure, also called the phonological represen-
tation of a word. The quality of the phonological 
representation (in other words, the precision 
with which the sound-characteristics of a word 
are stored) is of great importance for the devel-
opment of phonological awareness and early 
literacy and is a predictor of the development of 
reading skills.

 Phonological awareness

Phonological awareness is the ability to con-
sciously use, and reflect on the use of, speech 
sounds in words. This concerns, for example, 
awareness of sound groups (syllables) and of 
rhyme in words, but also awareness of the po-
sition of sounds in words (at the beginning, in 
the middle or at the end of a word, for example). 
Awareness of sounds and their position in words 
and being able to ‘play’ with them helps with 
recognizing letters and developing letter-sound 
correspondence. Scientific research has shown 
that the degree of phonological awareness is an 
important predictor for the degree of develop-
ment of early literacy, such as knowing letters 
and reading words. 

We will start with an explanation of a num-
ber of key concepts concerning early literacy, 
which are used frequently in this brochure. 
The concepts vocabulary development, lexical 
restructuring, lexical specificity and phono-
logical awareness – and their mutual rela-
tionships – are described and illustrated in 
the textbox below.

 Vocabulary development

Vocabulary development is in full swing in young 
children: every day they acquire many new words, 
that are stored into their long term memory. In 
this way, children seem to have a growing ‘dic-
tionary’ in their head, also known as their mental 
lexicon. Vocabulary development appears to be an 
important predictor for the degree of further de-
velopment of language and literacy skills. Both the 
quantity and the quality of the vocabulary are rele-
vant. The quantity denotes the size of the vocabu-
lary: how many different words does a child know, 
and thus are stored in the lexicon? The quality is as 
least as important: how specific, that is, with what 
features are new words stored in the mental lex-
icon? This concerns both the semantic (meaning) 
aspects as well as phonological (sound structure) 
aspects. The larger the vocabulary size and the 
more and richer specified, the better the develop-
ment of the vocabulary and subsequently the de-
velopment of aspects of early literacy as well, such 
as phonological awareness, letter knowledge and 
word reading. 

 Lexical restructuring

With a growing vocabulary, children learn more 
and more words that can sound similar to words 
they already know (for example /bear/ and /pear/. 
If more of these types of ‘phonological neighbor-
ing words’ are included in the vocabulary, it be-
comes necessary to pay more and more detailed 
attention to the sound structure and shape of 
the words in order to be able to distinguish them 
properly from each other. This requires precise 
speech sound perception: children must be able 
to hear and recognize the different sounds in the 
words. In order to be able to remember the words 
well and to continue to distinguish them from each 
other, it is important to also store these words 
with very precise specific sound structure char-
acteristics in the mental lexicon. At the beginning 
of vocabulary development, it is sufficient to store 
only global characteristics of the sound form of 
words (for example, with words such as /doll/ and 
/cat/), but if other words are acquired that share 
similar sounds (e.g. /ball/, /tall/, /call/, and /hat/,  
/rat/, /fat/) then the words need to be stored with 
increasingly precise sound structure characteris-
tics, and this is also necessary for the previously 
learned words /doll/ and /cat/. We call this pro-
cess “lexical restructuring”. A growing vocabulary 
makes it necessary for children to notice further 
refinements in the sound forms of words and to 
store words with more and more precision of their 
sound structure characteristics.

“You can indeed see a connection between phonological awareness 
and vocabulary. For example: rhyming and auditory exercises are 
easier if you have a larger vocabulary.”
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Vocabulary quality defining for 
phonological awareness
In pupils who learn a second language at 
school, the vocabulary in the second language 
(the school language) is often still small in 
comparison to that in the first language (the 
home language). From the information above 
we now know that having a small vocabulary 
can have a negative effect on the further de-
velopment of phonological awareness and 
early literacy. Thus, second language learners 
at school are at risk of potential delays in the 
development of phonological awareness and 
learning to read in the second language.

In a longitudinal study – running from year 1 
Kindergarten to the end of 1st Grade – Jans-
sen et al (2017) investigated the development 
and interrelationships of vocabulary, speech 
perception (perception of words and sounds), 
the lexical specificity of words and phono-
logical awareness in Dutch. They did this in 
Dutch primary schools, with (monolingual) 
pupils with Dutch as their first (and only) lan-
guage and with bilingual pupils with Turkish 
as their first language (L1) and Dutch as their 
second language (L2). It was expected that 
especially bilingual pupils with a relatively 
small vocabulary in Dutch would also have 
poorer phonological awareness.

However, this study found that children’s vo-
cabulary size and growth did not predict their 

score on the phonological awareness test. 
For both monolingual and bilingual learn-
ers, it turned out to be especially important 
how good students were at perceiving – and 
learning about – the speech sound character-
istics of words and the degree to which the 
words in the mental lexicon are phonologi-
cally specified. Thus, even bilingual students 
with a relatively limited vocabulary in their 
second language – Dutch – turned out to be 
able to develop good phonological awareness 
in Dutch, provided they were also good at 
speech sound perception and had rich pho-
nological representations of words in their 
lexicon. 

This underlines the importance of speech 
sound perception and lexical specificity in 
vocabulary development. It also refines our 
understanding of the relationship between 
vocabulary and phonological awareness: it is 
not so much the size of the vocabulary – or 
the quantity of the number of stored words – 
that is decisive, but rather the degree of lexi-
cal specificity in the phonological representa-
tions in the vocabulary – i.e. the quality of the 
stored words.

Everything is connected

The figure below shows the coherence be-
tween these concepts: a growing vocabu-
lary leads – via lexical restructuring – to a 
greater degree of lexical specificity of the 
stored words. This leads to stronger phono-
logical awareness. The degree of phonologi-
cal awareness in turn is a predictor for the 
development of early literacy, such as letter 
knowledge (letter-sound correspondence) and 

learning to read words. At the same time the 
opposite effect is also true. A stronger pho-
nological awareness in turn supports the de-
velopment of for example lexical specificity 
and word reading skills support vocabulary 
growth. 

Vocabulary
Letter knowledge

Lexical re-

structuring

Phonological 

awareness

Lexical specificity

Reading 
words

Figure 1
This figure portrays the development of phonological awareness and early literacy.  
The different aspects interact and influence each other.

1
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Research by Van Goch et al. (2014, 2016) and 
also Janssen et al. (2015) has shown that it is 
indeed possible to train lexical specificity in 
Dutch-speaking children by offering these 
types of phonological ‘neighbor’ words and 
that this in turn also has a positive effect on 
phonological awareness and other aspects 
of early literacy. The researchers developed 
a word learning game on the computer es-
pecially for this study. The description and 
further explanation about the design of the 
game can be found in the separate box below.

It was expected that by playing this game 
– containing words that are very similar in 
sound form – children would have more fo-
cused attention to sound differences between 
words and thus focus on the sound structure 
of both new words and previously learned 
words. The idea is that in this way the chil-
dren will, as it were, include more ‘phono-
logical neighboring words’ in their mental 
lexicon and will thus also store the sound 
characteristics more precisely. Via lexical re-
structuring the already stored sound charac-

Training has impact

Although the size of the vocabulary is not 
so much predictive of phonological aware-
ness, the expansion of the vocabulary and the 
growth of the vocabulary are important in 
themselves, because it means that more and 
more words are learned that may sound alike. 
If many of these phonological ‘neighbors’ are 
stored in the mental lexicon, attention to the 
specific characteristics of the sound structure 
of the words ‘automatically’ becomes neces-
sary in order to properly distinguish, recog-
nize and store the words in the mental lexicon.

This process of lexical restructuring is usual-
ly ‘spontaneous’ based on vocabulary growth, 
provided that enough phonological ‘neigh-
bors’ are added with the new words. The 
question now is: is it possible to help the lexi-
cal restructuring a bit, give it a ‘boost’, as it 
were, and train the degree of lexical specific-
ity of words, by teaching children new words 
with many phonological ‘neighbors’, which 
also strengthens phonological awareness and 
subsequently also stimulates early literacy – 
such as letter knowledge and word reading?

  Training lexical specificity with a word learning game

To investigate whether lexical specificity is train-
able and what effects this has, Van Goch et al. 
(2014) developed a word learning game for young 
children (4 to 6 year olds), in which through a com-
puter game a number of new words are taught that 
sound similar to other new or previously learned 
words, for example /lier/ (lyre), /nier/ (kidney), /pier/ 
(earthworm), /bier/ (beer). The sound difference in 
the words offered in the game varies. In some cas-
es the difference is quite large, with several sound 
characteristics differing from each other, such as in 
the pair of words /nier/-/pier/. Three types of char-
acteristics are different here, namely the place of 
articulation, the manner of articulation, and voiced-
ness. In other cases the difference is very small or 
even minimal, as in /bier/-/pier/. This last pair of 
words is called a ‘minimal pair’: they differ from 
each other only on a single sound characteristic, in 
this case only in voicedness /b/-/p/, while the place 
of articulation (bilabial) and the manner of articula-
tion (plosive) are the same.

The idea is that pairs of words with large sound dif-
ferences are easier to learn and distinguish from 
each other, and that this becomes more difficult 
as the sound difference becomes smaller. The new 
words offered in the game are existing words that 
we know young children haven’t acquired yet, for 
example /lier/ (lyre) or /poel/ (small pond). Some of 
the words also resemble very well-known words 

in sound form, which we know that young children 
have already learned and have therefore already 
stored in their mental lexicon, for example /bier/ 
(beer) or /vier/ (four).

In the training phase of the game, words are pre-
sented audibly one at a time while four different 
pictures are shown on the screen. The child is asked 
the question: “What do you think a… [target word] 
is?”. In response to the question, the child must then 
touch the pictures on the computer screen. If the 
correct picture has been chosen, the child is shown 
a picture of a clown as a positive feedback.

In the test phase of the game, it is examined how 
well children score on recognizing the newly 
learned words and whether they can distinguish 
between the various new and previously learned 
words based on the sound form.

The score on the word learning game can then be 
compared to scores on tests for passive and ac-
tive vocabulary knowledge, phonological aware-
ness (such as rhyming, adding or omitting sounds 
in words, etc.) and later also letter knowledge and 
word reading.
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on vocabulary development and on two pre-
cursors of reading skills: phonological aware-
ness and letter knowledge.

In addition to measuring vocabulary develop-
ment (passive and active vocabulary knowl-
edge), phonological awareness and letter 
knowledge, the children were also tested on 
how well they did on recognizing minimal 
pairs of words (via the word learning game) 
and whether this also influenced the outcome 
of the intervention.

The results of this study can be summarized 
as follows:

a) Both groups of children had an equal 
growth in their passive vocabulary, but 
children in the form-focused group 
showed more growth in phonological 
awareness and letter knowledge than chil-
dren in the meaning-focused group. Sur-
prisingly, the children in the form-focused 
group also had a stronger growth in active 
vocabulary: they were better and faster at 
naming pictures and giving more mean-
ing characteristics of new words than the 
children in the other group.

b) Children who were better at recognizing 
minimal pairs of words (in the word learn-
ing game) showed strong growth in letter 
knowledge and in active vocabulary, but this 
was only the case for children in the form-
focused group. Thus, it seems that being 
able to notice minimal phonological differ-
ences between words helps to benefit from 
the form-focused vocabulary instruction.

This study shows that learning about the 
form of new words in a classroom approach 
has benefits for young children. It can stim-
ulate growth in both vocabulary and early 
literacy, also in mixed kindergarten groups 
with both L1 and L2 children. In addition, the 
results show that a high degree of being able 
to recognize minimal differences in sound 
form between words promotes growth in let-
ter knowledge and active vocabulary, if the 
instructions in the classroom focus on the 
phonological form of the words.

It is therefore recommended to not only give 
instructions about the meaning of words 
when teaching new words in kindergarten 
groups. Explicit instruction on the form of 
words can lead to additional stimulation of 
vocabulary growth and the development of 
skills associated with early literacy, in L1 and 
L2 children with different levels of vocabulary 
at the start of education. Further on in this 
brochure we describe examples to work on 
this in your own teaching practice. 

teristics of already learned words will also be 
stored more accurately. In this way, the lexical 
specificity of the words in the mental lexicon 
is further expanded and more detailed, i.e. the 
phonological representation of words in the 
lexicon becomes ‘richer’. In turn this could have 
a positive effect on the development of phono-
logical awareness and aspects of early literacy.

The research showed the following: students’ 
rate of success in this game, and thus at learn-
ing and distinguishing words that sound sim-
ilar, predicts how many words they know, how 
well they know these words, how well they 
can rhyme, how much letter knowledge they 
have and also how well they can read (decode) 
words. The ability to successfully distinguish 
words that sound similar appears to indeed 
be an important step in the development of 
vocabulary quality, phonological awareness, 
and early literacy. The way in which sounds 
of words are learned, stored and structured 
seems to be crucial here. The conclusion is 
that the degree of lexical specificity (and its 
trainability) is predictive of the degree of de-
velopment of vocabulary quality, phonological 
awareness and aspects of early literacy.

In the classroom: form-focused vocabulary 
instruction
Individually playing a word learning game on 
the computer with words with small sound 
differences appears to have a positive effect 
on phonological awareness and various as-
pects of early literacy. Could the same effect 
also be achieved in a different way, which 
is useful in a classroom situation, appropri-
ate to the daily teaching practice at school, 
while working with groups of children? For 

example, would it also be effective to work 
with young children in a classroom setting 
at school to expand their vocabulary, paying 
special attention to the sound form of words?

To investigate this, Janssen et al. (2019) de-
signed two types of classroom lesson se-
quences for vocabulary development for 
their intervention study. These lessons were 
conducted with young children aged ap-
proximately 4.5 years (Kindergarten year 1), 
including both L1 and L2 learners of Dutch, 
with different levels of vocabulary at the start 
of education. The children were divided into 
two intervention groups for the study. In both 
groups, vocabulary was expanded in class 
through the interactive reading of a picture 
book, in which new words were presented 
to the children. For four weeks, one group of 
children received explicit instruction about 
– and practiced with – the sound form of 
the new words (‘form-focused’ instruction), 
while the other group received instruction 
with special attention to and practiced with 
the meaning characteristics of the new words 
(‘meaning-focused’ instruction).

The meaning-focused instruction is in line 
with the more commonly used vocabulary 
didactics in education, where new words are 
usually taught within a semantic theme (e.g. 
‘animals’ or ‘on the farm’). Attention is paid 
to different meaning characteristics of the 
new words and their mutual meaning rela-
tionships, which are often represented in the 
form of a semantic ‘word-web’.

The researchers’ question was whether the 
two types of instruction had different effects 

“The exercises for auditory analysis and synthesis and phonological 
awareness that are done in English in the morning (like recognizing 
letters and sounds in words, etc.) are repeated as much as possible 
in French in the afternoon. The connection is made explicit. In these 
exercises we start with sounds that are the same in both languages.”
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3 dren generally scored somewhat lower than 
the L1 children on phonological awareness in 
Dutch, but the training with the game made 
the L2 children catch up with their peers: they 
became almost as good as the L1 children 
in phonological awareness, especially with 
words that showed a phonological overlap be-
tween their first language Turkish and their 
second language Dutch.

The conclusion is that learning to distinguish 
words that differ only minimally in their 
sound structure (for example, /bear/-/pear/), 
stimulates the development of phonological 
awareness, both in monolingual children and 
in second language learners of Dutch. Knowl-
edge about the phonological contrasts in L1 
(Turkish, the stronger language) seems to 
help learning lexical specificity in words with 
similar phonological contrasts in L2 (Dutch, 

the less strong language). It is indicative of 
the idea that a form of ‘linguistic transfer’ 
may occur in bilingual children, whereby 
knowledge of one (stronger) language (Turk-
ish) can be ‘transferred’ to knowledge of the 
other (less strong) language (Dutch) and can 
therefore also influence the development of 
the other language.

Phonological awareness in two languages
Research by Kwakkel et al. (2021) concerns 
the development of phonological awareness 
in the context of bilingual education Dutch 
– English. From the start, the children were 
taught in Dutch during half of the time in 
school and in English during the other half of 
the time. For all children, Dutch was the first, 
stronger language (mother tongue), English 
was the second, foreign language learned at 
school, in an immersion situation. Among 

Early literacy and multilingualism

The first language helps the second language
Janssen et al. (2015) also applied the word 
learning game described above in research 
into the Dutch language development of 
young bilingual pupils (± 4.5 years old – kin-
dergarten year 1), with Turkish as their first 
language (L1) and Dutch as a second language 
( L2). Children who start formal education in a 
second language may show slower vocabulary 
growth and subsequently experience disad-
vantages in literacy development. The ques-
tion here was: can lexical specificity training 
stimulate phonological awareness in Dutch of 
bilingual children?

Using the digital word learning game, the 
children learned new Dutch words, with only 
very small differences in sound structure be-

tween the words, as can be seen in minimal 
pairs of words, for example /bear/-/pear/. (See 
the text box on page 8 for a description of the 
game). For this study, half of the words in the 
game were composed in such a way that they 
contain phonological contrasts (sound dif-
ferences) that are also occur in Turkish. The 
other words had phonological features and 
contrasts that only occur in Dutch and not in 
Turkish.

Prior to the game, the phonological profi-
ciency in Dutch was measured in all children. 
After training through the game, this was 
measured again and the following emerged: 
training with the word learning game result-
ed in both L1 and L2 children improving pho-
nological awareness in Dutch. The L2 chil-

 Bilingual: a (dis)advantage?

With regard to vocabulary development in multilin-
gual children, the disadvantages are usually seen: 
the size and growth of the vocabulary in the second 
language (for example Dutch) is often much smaller 
for a while than in (Dutch) monolingual children. If 
the second language is used as school language and 
children have to learn to read in this language, then 
bilingual pupils with their limited vocabulary in the 
second language seem to be at a disadvantage. We 
have seen above that this disadvantageous picture 
needs to be nuanced: second language learners ap-
pear to respond well to training in speech percep-
tion and lexical specificity in the second language. 
In this way they can also catch up with precursors 
of early literacy, such as phonological awareness.

On the other hand, with figure 2 in mind, multilin-
gual children could also benefit from their special 
linguistic context. This is because they build up, as it 
were, one large multilingual lexicon, which they fill 
with different words from both languages. As a re-
sult, there is a greater chance of the occurrence of 
many words that share sound similarities, because 
it is not only about the sound differences and sim-

ilarities between the words within each language 
separately, but also about the comparison between 
the words of the two languages   together. As a re-
sult, the multilingual lexicon of the second language 
learner is expected to contain more ‘phonological 
neighbors’ more quickly than the lexicon of a mono-
lingual child, and these ‘neighbors’ can also be no-
ticed earlier by the bilingual child. The idea is that 
bilingual children therefore ‘automatically’ also 
focus more attention on sound differences and the 
sound structure of words, so that they can proper-
ly distinguish and store the different words within 
and between the languages.

In this perspective, it is assumed that multilingual 
pupils have an advantage over monolingual chil-
dren, because they are more sensitive to sound dif-
ferences between words, or have a greater ‘lexical 
sensitivity’, as a result of which the process of lexi-
cal restructuring is particularly stimulated in them. 
This sensitivity helps them to strengthen and accel-
erate the lexical specificity of the stored words in 
their mental lexicon, both in the first language and 
in the second language.

Bilingual: a (dis)advantage? It depends how you see it!

“Students find it interesting to see and hear the differences and 
similarities and are making comparisons between languages 
interesting. They play with language. For example the letter 
‘j’ or ‘g’ that is connected to different sounds in the two 
languages. And the word ‘pain’ that in one language (English) is 
a completely different word with a very different meaning than 
‘pain’ in the other language (French).”
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other things, phonological awareness was 
measured in preschoolers in Kindergarten 
year 2 (5-6 year-olds), in both languages. It ap-
peared that the level of phonological aware-
ness in English was directly predicted by the 
level of phonological awareness in Dutch. In 
other words: children who were good at tasks 
for phonological awareness in Dutch were 
also good at these types of tasks in English.

The study by Yuan (2021) focused on factors 
that influence the development of phono-
logical awareness in Chinese-Dutch bilingual 
children in the preschool group. It appeared 
that in these bilingual children the degree of 
phonological awareness in Dutch (their L2) 
was partly determined by the size of the pas-
sive vocabulary in Dutch and how good they 
were at speech sound recognition in Dutch. 

In addition, however, the degree of phono-
logical awareness in Chinese also appeared to 
have a positive effect.

Both studies seem to provide indications for a 
possible linguistic influence (linguistic trans-
fer) of the development in one language on the 
other language in bilingual children, but this 
cannot yet be determined with certainty. This 
is because these studies only involved one 
moment when skills in both languages   were 
measured, and no longitudinal study has been 
done with multiple measurement moments.

The studies in bilingual education in Canada 
discussed below have a longitudinal design 

and have not only looked at phonological 
awareness, but also at letter knowledge and 
word reading and the transfer effects from 
one language to another.

Bilingual training of lexical specificity
In Canada, Krenca, Segers, et al. (2020, 2022) 
investigated phonological awareness and 
lexical specificity in bilingual (L1 English, L2 
French) preschoolers who attended school in 
French. Training of lexical specificity (LSP) is 
central to the studies in Canada, looking at its 
correlation with phonological awareness and 
word reading in both languages.

These studies made use of the word learning 
game (lexical specificity training) that had 
previously been developed and applied for 
Dutch in the studies by Van Gogh (2014) and 

Janssen (2015). The game has been adapted 
and further developed for use in schools in 
Canada, where an English and a French ver-
sion have been made. For further explanation 
of the game, see the text box ‘Training lexical 
specificity with a word learning game’.

These studies involved training of lexical 
specificity (LSP) in both languages   (English 
as a strong language, French as a second lan-
guage) right from the start at school, while 
phonological awareness and word reading 
were measured at later times in the school 
year. The findings were as follows: children 
who showed success in English LSP at the 
first measurement point (T1) also performed 

 Multilingual education

With the term ‘multilingual education’ we refer to 
the situation in which multiple languages are used 
for instruction in the classroom setting. In some 
countries this happens because there are mul-
tiple national languages (for example in Canada 
with English and French, but also in The Nether-
lands with Dutch and Frisian), in other countries 
because they want to teach students a second 
language from a young age. National and interna-
tional policy can support this. Within the Europe-
an Union, for example, the commitment has been 
made that all students in Europe will learn to use 
multiple languages from a young age (see Council 
of Europe - Language Education Policy).   

In Canada, the demand for French Immersion pro-
grams is continuing to increase. French Immersion 
is an additive bilingual program wherein the aim 
is to produce sequential English French bilingual 
citizens who have communicative competence 
in both of Canada’s official languages. It is specif-
ically geared towards students who do not have 
French as a first language. There are currently 
almost 500,000 students enrolled in these pro-
grams across Canada (Government of Canada,  
2020). While this program is implemented differ-
ently across the country, children are generally 
able to join sometime between senior kindergar-
ten and seventh grade. Initially, most core subjects 
are taught in French, but as students get older, 
they receive an increasing amount of English in-
struction. French Immersion programs are also in-
creasingly inclusive when it comes to multilingual 
students (Sinay et al., 2018). These students face 
challenges since they are learning all their lan-
guages in different contexts: their first language(s) 
at home, English in the community, and French in 
school. There are currently several studies work-
ing to capture the language and literacy skills of 
multilingual students in French Immersion.

Multilingual / bilingual education
The two languages are offered in equal measure. 
The different languages are also used as working 
language / language of instruction in other school 
subjects (such as math or science). On some days 

or parts of days (for example the mornings) the 
lessons are taught in French and on other days or 
parts of days (for example the afternoons) they 
are taught in English. If students need to develop 
one of the two languages further (for example 
English), then the working language/ language of 
instruction and target language are the same (for 
example during the English days). Teachers often 
use the ‘Content and Language Integrated Learn-
ing’ (CLIL) approach. In addition there are usually 
specific language lessons as well to learn both lan-
guages. 

(Early) foreign language education
The foreign language is the ‘target language’ and 
the lessons focus on learning this foreign / second 
language. For example: A couple of French lessons 
in the week, with young children usually through 
play; apart from this the working language / lan-
guage of instruction is completely English. 

Second language acquisition at school through 
immersion
The second language is learned at school through 
immersion: starting from kindergarten only the 
second language is learned (for example Dutch) 
and there is no attention for or education in the 
first language (for example Turkish). The first lan-
guage is the home language, the second language 
is the school language, which for these students is 
both the target language as the working language 
/ language of instruction, because they are still 
learning this language. In practice these children 
actually need an approach in the form of CLIL as 
well, for example a language-focused for non-lan-
guage subjects.

“Use words connected to the present classroom theme or topic to 
present letters and sounds. Present sounds and letters in a functional 
setting as much as possible, even when the lessen is not about the 
letters. For example, with the theme ‘hospital’: when you are playing a 
doctor, actually write down some real words instead of some scribbles. 
Repeatedly pay attention to sounds in both languages multiple times 
a week, in different contexts.”

https://www.coe.int/en/web/language-policy/language-policies
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/201015/cg-a001-eng.htm
https://www.tdsb.on.ca/Portals/0/docs/TDSB%20French%20Programs%20Review%20Mar082019.pdf
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Figure 2
This figure portrays the development of phonological awareness and early literacy in multilingual 
 children. The skills in one language influence those in the other language and vice versa.

 Language 1

 Language 2

better on a test for phonological awareness 
in English at that same measurement point. 
Later, at a second measurement moment (T2), 
these pupils also proved to be better on a test 
for word reading in English. However, the de-
gree of success in French LSP at T1 did not ap-
pear to correlate with the score on phonologi-
cal awareness in French at T1, nor was there 
an effect on word reading in French at T2. But 
students with better phonological awareness 
in English at T1 later turned out to be better 
at word reading on T2 in French. This seems 
to indicate a cross-linguistic transfer effect 
from English to French.

However, the opposite was also found: stu-
dents who were not successful in LSP train-
ing in English later (at T2) performed worse 
on word reading in French, and showed signs 
of being at risk for developing reading prob-
lems in French. Yet this was not yet visible 
in the degree of LSP training in French or 
the measuring of phonological awareness in 
French at T1. 

The recommendation for classroom practice 
is therefore: do not wait until the develop-
ment of French is well under way but also 
consider the development of lexical specific-
ity and phonological awareness in English to 
recognize possible problems with word read-
ing in French in time. 

This research shows the role of transfer be-
tween two languages as well: exposure to 
word pairs with minimal phonological dif-
ferences stimulates phonological awareness, 
this supports word reading in the L1, but also 
word reading in the L2. 

“You can see that students often make a reference to the other language, 
for instance French, when they are asked in the English lesson to think 
of words that start with a specific sound. For example: when you ask 
them ‘what words start with the sound ‘g’ ( for instance ‘girl’) and they 
spontaneously come up with the word ‘garçon’ .”
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4 Recommendations for educational practice

All these research projects show the inter-
action between the development of vocabu-
lary, lexical restructuring, lexical specificity, 
and phonological awareness. For students 
who follow bilingual education there is also 
an interaction between their L1 and L2 pho-
nological skills and aspects of early literacy. 
Research shows that a transfer effect is possi-
ble from their phonological awareness in the 
L1 to that in their L2. A well-developed pho-
nological awareness in the L1 therefore also 
has positive effects on aspects in the L2. On 
the other hand, insight in the development of 
both the L1 and the L2 can be important for 
early detection of problems in the language 
and reading development in both languages. 

Paying attention in language education to 
the phonological structure of words and 
the transfer between both languages can be 
a step in creating an optimal learning envi-
ronment for each student. Exposure to word 
pairs with minimal phonological contrast 
stimulates phonological awareness, which 
stimulates word reading in the L1 and subse-
quently literacy in the L2. 

The following recommendations emerge 
from the studies discussed here:

• Training in lexical specificity is very effec-
tive. Especially in the context of multilin-
gual education it helps stimulate early lit-
eracy in both languages. In the classroom 
setting (with the class or in small groups) 
form-focused vocabulary instruction can 
be a good way to practice lexical specific-
ity (see also Chapter 5 in Jansen, 2017). 

• Use test measures for lexical specificity in 
the strong language to detect the risk of 
reading problems in the second, weaker, 
language early. Do not wait until the sec-
ond language has developed further and 
for problems to arise. 

• Stimulate phonological awareness with a 
word learning task with minimal pairs or 
spend time paying attention to small dif-
ferences in how words are pronounced. 

• Examples of minimal pairs and words 
with different sound patterns: bear-pear, 
cat-hat

• Use word learning games that can be ad-
justed according to the language level and 
background of the student to stimulate 
vocabulary development and give reading 
instructions.

• Pay attention to the vocabulary of both the 
first as well as the second language of stu-
dents. How can you use knowledge of one 
language in the other one? Which words 
are similar or not? 

• Identify the phonological similarities and 
differences between the two languages. 
Which phonological skills from the first 
language support the development of 
the second language? What may be stick-
ing points? Pay explicit attention to the 
sounds in the target language and the pho-
nological structure of words. Word pairs 
with a phonetic distinction that exists in 
both languages are more easy to learn. 

Keep reading
Would you like to read more about the studies men-
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• Janssen, C. (2017). Phonological foundations of 

early literacy in first and second language learn-

ers. [Doctoral dissertation, Radboud University]. 
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• Krenca, K., Gottardo, A., Geva, E., & Chen, X. 

(2020). English phonological specificity predicts 

early French reading difficulty in emerging bilin-

gual children. Annals of Dyslexia, 70, 27-42.  

Read here. 

• Krenca, K., Segers, E., Chen, X., Shakory, S., Steele, 

J., & Verhoeven, L. (2020). Phonological specifici-

ty relates to phonological awareness and reading 

ability in English-French bilingual children. Read-

ing and Writing, 33, 267-291. Read here. 

• Krenca, K., Segers, E., Verhoeven, L., Steele, J., 

Shakory, S., & Chen, X. (2022). Lexical restructur-

ing stimulates phonological awareness among 

emerging English-French bilingual children’s 

literacy. Journal of Child Language, 1-25.  

Read here.

• Kwakkel, H., Droop, M., Verhoeven, L., & Segers, 

E. (2021). The impact of lexical skills and exec-
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in second language learners. Language Learning, 

65(2), 321-352. Read here.

• Janssen, C., Segers, E., McQueen, J.M., & Ver-
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• Goriot, C., Unsworth, S., Van Hout, R., Broersma, 
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words fosters rhyme awareness in Dutch prelit-

erate children. Scientific Studies of Reading, 18 

(3), 155-172. Read here.
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