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Synthesis
How important it is?
Childhood bilingualism is a significant experience that has the power to influence the course and
efficiency of children’s development.
The potential impact of bilingualism on children’s development has increasingly emerged as a
crucial concern for modern societies, and for Canada in particular. In addition to the official
commitment to a national policy of second-language acquisition and bilingualism, Canada’s
immigration program has transformed the country into a rich multilingual and multicultural
nation. Public schools are home to large numbers of children for whom English or French is a
second language. It is therefore imperative that we understand the impact of these language
backgrounds on children’s cognitive and educational futures.
What do we know?
Benefits
Research has shown that, contrary to what many people once believed, bilingualism does not
trigger confusion, has no inherent negative impact on children’s development and even has some
socio-cognitive advantages. In particular, bilingual children show some advantages in
understanding the beliefs of others and the communication needs of their conversational
partners, picking out the important variables to solve a problem and entertaining two possible
interpretations of the same stimulus at once. As well, they achieve higher scores than
monolingual children on a number of cognitive ability tests, including mental flexibility, nonverbal problem-solving tasks, understanding the conventional origin of names, distinguishing
between semantic similarity and phonetic similarity and the capacity to judge the grammaticality
of sentences.
The context in which the bilingualism or second-language learning occurs is important, however.
Variables that can affect the outcomes of bilingual development include parental attitudes
toward bilingualism, the status of the language(s) in the community and the socio-cultural
context in which the children grow up.
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Second-language learners take a long time to develop their second-language oral proficiency.
Even after five to six years of attending school in the second-language environment, children may
not speak as fluently in the language as their monolingual peers. Parents and educators should
also be aware that in the early stages of the acquisition of a second language, children who learn
two languages may show some developmental lags relative to children who speak only one.
However, these lags are typically small and do not last for long periods of time. In terms of
general language proficiency, bilingual children tend to have a smaller vocabulary in each
language than monolingual children in their language. Nonetheless, their understanding of
linguistic structure is at least as good and often better than that of comparable monolinguals.
Children learning to read in two languages that share a writing system (e.g. English and French)
show accelerated progress in learning to read; children whose two languages are written in
different systems (e.g. English and Chinese) show no special advantage, but neither do they
demonstrate any deficit. However, the benefit of learning to read in two languages requires that
children be bilingual and not second-language learners whose competence in one of the
languages is weak (as a result of a lower degree of involvement in the second language).
Reading disability
Research shows that it is possible to diagnose reading disability in second-language children
rather early. In fact, delaying diagnosis and treatment of potential reading disability in secondlanguage children is costly and has long-term consequences for children who have difficulties in
learning to read and write in the school language. The profiles of at-risk readers include
persistent and extremely poor performance on word recognition, pseudo-word decoding (units of
speech or text that look and sound like words in a particular language but that are not actually
words) and spelling tasks and concomitant poor performance on phonological processing
measures (such as phonological awareness and rapid naming).
Phonological awareness (the ability to break words into their components, synthesize their
sounds and learn their features), rapid naming and to some extent verbal working memory are
sources of individual differences that are associated with reading development and reading
difficulties in monolingual children. These processing skills measured in monolingual and secondlanguage children often correlate with each other, and can predict decoding and spelling skills in
both languages. This has been found across different language groups. As well, regardless of the
type of orthographies (regularity of correspondence between letters or letter combinations and
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their associated sounds) involved, second-language learners who have decoding and spelling
problems in their first language have difficulties in their second language as well. Finally, secondlanguage learners who have serious problems with word-based reading skills and with the
cognitive processes that are necessary to develop good word-based skills in the second language
also have poor reading fluency, reading comprehension and writing skills.
What can be done?
Diagnosing reading disability
Some second-language children may read with difficulty not simply because they require more
time to develop their second-language oral proficiency but because they have problems with the
acquisition of basic reading skills. It is important to look beyond oral language proficiency and not
to delay assessment and intervention. Both health care providers and classroom teachers need to
be trained and empowered to identify the warning signs early and to adapt instruction
accordingly.
Since there are positive and significant correlations between monolingual and second-language
reading skills and predictors of successful reading developments, a lot can be learned about a
second-language learner’s reading ability by using the same assessment measures as one would
use for a monolingual child. Gaps between listening comprehension and reading comprehension
and data about the child’s performance in the home language are also important information that
should be assessed.
Other sources of information can contribute to the validity of the diagnosis, such as report cards
from the home country, interview data on the achievement of developmental milestones
(particularly the onset and development of language), previous assessments, and the language
and academic achievement of siblings. It is also essential to consider the family cultural and
linguistic background, acculturation and parental attributions about their children’s academic
difficulties.
Policy
Because there is no evidence that bilingualism has a negative impact on children’s intellectual
and socio-emotional development, parents can be encouraged to speak their native language at
home and allow their children to learn the majority language in school. The evidence for the
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overwhelming positive benefit of bilingualism, together with evidence that bilingual children are
not cognitively handicapped, indicates an important role for schools. They can provide a means
for these children to build up their language skills in the school language, enabling them to
become full participants in the classroom and reap the benefits of their educational experience.
Findings on bilingualism and its effects on socio-emotional development suggest this is another
area that should be explored. As well, because language can function as a cure for retrieval of
personal experiences that may play a key role in the diagnosis and treatment of various mental
health conditions, policies encouraging bilingual health services should be promoted.
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Second-Language Acquisition and Bilingualism at
an Early Age and the Impact on Early Cognitive
Development
Ellen Bialystok, PhD
York University, Canada
September 2017, 2e éd. rév.

Introduction
The possibility that early bilingualism affects children’s language and cognitive development has
long been a concern for parents and educators. In the first half of the 20th century, the prevailing
view was that bilingualism and second-language acquisition early in life made children confused
and interfered with their ability to develop normal cognitive functions1 and succeed in educational
environments.2 These ideas were dramatically reversed in a landmark study by Peal and Lambert3
that showed a general superiority of bilinguals over monolinguals in a wide range of intelligence
tests and aspects of school achievement. Recent research has been more balanced, identifying
areas in which bilingual children excel and others in which bilingualism has no effect on their
development.4
Subject
The question regarding the potential impact of bilingualism on children’s development has always
been important, but has increasingly emerged as a crucial concern for modern societies and for
Canada in particular. In addition to the official commitment to a national policy of secondlanguage acquisition and bilingualism, immigration has transformed Canada into a rich
multilingual and multicultural nation. Public schools, especially in major urban centres, are home
to large numbers of children for whom English or French is a second language. These children
represent an enormous variety of home languages and often constitute the majority of children in
a single classroom. Therefore, it is imperative that we understand the impact of these language
backgrounds on children’s cognitive and educational futures.
Problems
Information about the language, cognitive and educational development of children with varied
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language backgrounds is essential to interpret the performance of these children in school and
assess their development. For example, children with limited proficiency in the language of
schooling are certain to experience increased difficulty in coping both academically and socially,
and it is important to identify these difficulties in order to understand what intervention or
remedial approaches are needed.
Research Context
The research is typically conducted in classrooms, often settings containing both multilingual and
monolingual children. The context in which the bilingualism or second language occurs is
important, even though it is not always included as a formal aspect of research investigation.
There is evidence that whether the child’s home language is in a majority or minority situation, is
valued in the community, and is used as a medium for literacy affects the child’s linguistic and
cognitive outcomes.5 Therefore, the implications of the child’s language experience should ideally
be examined with careful attention to the social and linguistic factors that describe the child’s
educational environment.
Key Research Questions
The important issues that follow from linguistic diversity are the cognitive and educational
outcomes for bilingual children. First, it is necessary to establish whether language acquisition
proceeds at the same rate and in the same manner for children who are learning two languages
simultaneously or are learning a second language after having begun to master one. Second, are
children able to acquire literacy skills at school if they are either bilingual or learning a second
language, especially if their home language is not the language of instruction? Finally, are there
consequences for normal cognitive development in terms of the child’s ability to acquire new
concepts or perform various calculations (e.g., arithmetic), especially if school instruction is in the
child’s weaker language?
Recent Research Results
There are three main outcomes from this research. First, for general language proficiency,
bilingual children tend to have a smaller vocabulary in each language than monolingual children
in their language.6 Nonetheless, their understanding of linguistic structure, called metalinguistic
awareness, is at least as good7 and often better8 than that of comparable monolinguals. Second,
the acquisition of literacy skills in these children depends on the relationship between the two
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languages9 and the level of proficiency in the second language.10 Specifically, children learning to
read in two languages that share a writing system (e.g., English and French) show accelerated
progress in learning to read; children whose two languages are written in different systems (e.g.,
English and Chinese) show no special advantage, but neither do they demonstrate any deficit
relative to monolinguals. The benefit of learning to read in two languages, however, requires that
children be bilingual and not second-language learners whose competence in one of the
languages is weak. Third, bilingual children between four- and eight-years old demonstrate a
large advantage over comparable monolinguals in solving problems that require controlling
attention to specific aspects of a display and inhibiting attention to misleading aspects that are
salient but associated with an incorrect response. This advantage is not confined to language
processing, but includes a variety of non-verbal tasks that require controlled attention and
selectivity in such problems as forming conceptual categories,11 seeing alternative images in
ambitious figures,12 and understanding the difference between the appearance and functional
reality of a misleading object.13 These differences persist across the lifespan conferring cognitive
benefits to bilinguals at all ages, and even providing cognitice reserve that allows bilinguals to
function independently even through the early stages of dementia.14
Conclusion
The results of these studies demonstrate that childhood bilingualism is a significant experience
that has the power to influence the course and efficiency of children’s development. The most
surprising outcome is that these influences are not confined to the linguistic domain, where such
influence would be expected, but extend as well to non-verbal cognitive abilities. In most cases,
the child’s degree of involvement with a second language, defined as the difference between
bilingualism and second-language acquisition, is an important variable that determines both the
degree and type of influence that is found. Three patterns of influence were noted in these
studies. One outcome is that bilingualism makes no difference, and monolingual and bilingual
children develop in the same way and at the same rate. This was found for cognitive problems
such as memory-span development and language problems such as phonological awareness. The
second is that bilingualism disadvantages children in some way. The primary example of this is in
the development of vocabulary in each language. The third pattern, and the most prevalent in
our studies, is that bilingualism is a positive force that enhances children’s cognitive and
linguistic development, improving access to literacy if the two writing systems correspond and
development of general executive processes for all bilingual children solving a wide range of nonverbal problems requiring attention and control. These executive control abilities are at the
centre of intelligent thought.
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Implications
Parents are often concerned that using a non-community language as the language of their home
will disadvantage their children. This program of research provides solid evidence that the
overwhelming effect of bilingualism in the home is positive. The disadvantages are relatively
minor and easily overcome. The implications for schooling are more complex. Children’s success
in school is strongly dependent on their proficiency in the language of instruction, a relationship
that holds for important linguistic activities (e.g., learning to read), non-verbal computational
subjects (e.g., mathematics), and content-based curricula (e.g., social studies). In all these cases,
children must be skilled in the forms and meanings of the school language and be competent
readers of that language. Bilingual children may not be at the same level as their monolingual
peers, and second-language learners for whom English or French is not their home language may
have not built up adequate skills in the instructional language to succeed in schools, although the
vocabulary gap between monolingual and bilingual children disappears if only school-based
words are considered.6 The evidence for the overwhelming positive benefit of bilingualism,
together with evidence that bilingual children are not cognitively handicapped, indicates an
important role for schools in providing a means for these children to build up their language skills
in the school language so that they can be full participants in the classroom and reap the most
positive benefit from their educational experience.
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Second Language/Bilingualism at An Early Age
with Emphasis on Its Impact on Early SocioCognitive and Socio-Emotional Development
Elena Nicoladis, PhD, Monique Charbonnier, PhD, Anamaria Popescu, PhD Student
University of Alberta, Canada, University of Padova, Italy
October 2016, Éd. rév.

Introduction
Many children grow up hearing and using more than one language. Some researchers have
estimated that the majority of the world’s population use more than one language on a regular
basis.1 Parents, educators and legislators alike take an interest in research findings on child
bilingualism in a concerted effort to ensure that bilingualism does not put children at any
intellectual or emotional risk.
One of the earliest concerns that researchers tackled was the idea that bilingualism confused
children.2 However, research has shown that bilingualism does not trigger confusion, has no
inherent negative impact on development and, more importantly, has some significant sociocognitive advantages.3
Subject
Here, we focus on the impact of bilingualism on socio-cognitive and socio-emotional
development. Socio-cognitive development refers to how children change with age in terms of
their abilities to think about social and communicative issues. Socio-emotional development
refers to how children change with age in terms of their processing of emotions in a social and
communicative setting.
We review recent research and its importance for children who hear and/or use two languages at
some point in childhood. In our review, we do not distinguish between children who learn two
languages sequentially versus simultaneously, although there is some evidence that the later a
person starts learning a second language, the lower the ultimate achievement level in at least
some domains of language.4 Most of our review focuses on children’s development in the
preschool or early school years. This age range is below the range most often considered critical
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in learning a second language.
Problems
Bilingual children form a heterogeneous group.5 They may speak any combination of languages
(or dialects), and community support for the languages may differ by geographical location
and/or socio-political context.6 Developmental outcomes of French-English bilinguals in Canada
may not predict those of Hindi-Swahili bilinguals in India. Similarly, developmental outcomes for
bilingual children learning two languages in school might not be the same as those for bilingual
children learning one language in school and another at home.7 Also, the degree of proficiency in
either language can change over time, usually with greater or lesser exposure to a language.8
Research Context
While bilingualism does not have inherent negative effects on development, there are a number
of variables that can affect the outcome of bilingual development, including the context in which
the languages are learned, parental attitudes toward bilingualism, the status of the language(s)
in the community, and the socio-cultural context in which children grow up.6 The general respect
and encouragement for the languages a bilingual child is learning play an important role in the
child’s development, fostering positive outcomes.
Key Research Questions
1. Are there differences between monolinguals and bilinguals in their understanding of the
communicative needs of their conversational partners?
2. Are there differences between monolinguals and bilinguals in cognitive development?
3. When there are differences between monolinguals and bilinguals in socio-cognitive
development, why do these differences exist?
4. Are there differences between monolinguals and bilinguals in emotional language
development?
Recent Research Results
Research has examined socio-cognitive development rather than socio-emotional development.
Socio-cognitive development is of interest to researchers because the knowledge of two
languages can affect how words and thoughts are processed and represented. Researchers have
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been less interested in how knowledge of two languages might affect socio-emotional
development because there is no clear reason why it should. However, there is some intriguing
research with bilingual adults’ use of language and understanding of emotions. This research
suggests that a greater focus on bilingual socio-emotional development is necessary.
Studies have shown that bilingual children have advantages in terms of understanding the
communication needs of their conversational partners.8,9,10 Young bilingual children are sensitive
to the fact that they cannot understand someone who speaks a foreign language earlier than
monolingual children.11 Also, bilingual children show an earlier understanding that other people
can have false beliefs than monolingual children.12
Studies have also shown that bilingual children achieve higher scores than monolinguals on a
number of tests of cognitive ability, including mental flexibility,13 non-verbal problem-solving
tasks,14 understanding the conventional origin of names,15,16 distinguishing between semantic
similarity and phonetic similarity17 and capacity to judge the grammaticality of sentences.18
One possible reason for the bilingual advantage is that bilingual children must learn to reduce the
interferences between their two languages in order to speak only one.16,19 Another possibility is
that bilingualism trains children to focus their attention on the relevant variables in the context,
particularly information that is ambiguous or contradictory.14 Increased cognitive abilities may
help children to develop the representational abilities that are thought to be involved in effective
communication. For example, knowing two words that name the same concept could help
children develop the understanding that an object or event can be represented in more than one
way, which could bolster children’s understanding of other people’s perspectives.
Research investigating how bilinguals use their languages to express emotions has been
conducted mostly in adults (mostly autobiographical memory studies)20 and has shown that a
particular language is an effective retrieval cue if it matches the language in which an event or
experience was originally encoded.21 Memories encoded in the mother tongue are typically richer
in terms of emotional significance than memories encoded in the second language.22 Bond and Lai
23

argue that this is because the second language is typically acquired in a more emotionally

neutral setting than the first language.
Conclusion
In conclusion, research has shown that bilingualism does not lead to confusion, nor does it have
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any inherent negative impact on development. In the early stages of the acquisition of a second
language, children hearing two languages can show some developmental lags relative to children
who speak only one.24 However, bilinguals are not globally behind monolingual children in all
areas of language acquisition, and the observed lags are typically small and do not last for long
periods of time.
Bilingual children show some advantages in socio-cognitive development when compared to
monolinguals, particularly in understanding the beliefs of others, picking out the important
variables to solve a problem, and entertaining two possible interpretations of the same stimulus
at once.
There has been no research on bilingual children’s use of emotion language. However, research
with bilingual adults suggests that the language in which events occur could be strongly linked to
the emotional overtone of the memory of those events. It is possible, then, that the context in
which a language is learned can have an impact on bilingual children’s ability to express
themselves and their accuracy in expression.
In sum, there are no overall disadvantages to bilingualism. On the contrary, there can be
significant disadvantages regarding children’s loss of a home/heritage language, which is often
deeply intertwined with family, emotions and identity.6
Implications for the Policy and Services Perspective
For policy-makers and service-providers, concern gravitates around two issues: (1) the language
of school instruction; and (2) the language of public service. Because there is no evidence for
bilingualism having a negative impact on children's intellectual and socio-emotional
development, parents can be encouraged to speak their native language at home, and allow their
children to learn the majority language in school. To the extent that bilingualism can be
encouraged over the loss of a home/heritage language, children are more likely to retain strong
ties with their culture and develop strong ties with the majority culture.
Because language can function as a cue for retrieval of personal experiences that may play a key
role in the diagnosis and/or treatment of various mental health conditions, service-providers
should be making efforts to promote policies that encourage bilingual health services.
Finally, it is important to note that it can be difficult to identify bilingual children who are at risk of

©2006-2021 CEDJE | SECOND LANGUAGE

15

learning disabilities and speech-language pathology. In some cases, typically developing bilingual
children produce the same kind of language as children with language impairment.25 While
researchers hope eventually to identify differences between typically developing bilinguals and
language-impaired children, the lack of known differences at the moment poses a challenge for
service-providers. Is it better to wait and hope children will outgrow apparent difficulties or
intervene at the earliest possible moment? One piece of information that can help in reaching a
decision is information about how the child behaves in his or her other language. Language
impairment typically affects both languages.
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Learning to Read in a Second Language:
Research, Implications, and Recommendations for
Services
Esther Geva, PhD
University of Toronto, Canada
May 2006

Introduction and Subject
It is important for educators, mental health practitioners, and policy-makers in immigration
countries like Canada that promote multiculturalism and bilingualism to consider normal and
problematic language and literacy development of young children who develop their reading
skills in a second language (L2) context. The studies of L2 literacy development that informed this
overview were conducted in various contexts such as (a) learning to speak and read in the
societal language, which is often different from the language spoken at home, as is the case with
English as a Second Language (ESL) children; (b) children who attend heritage programs in
addition to attending schools in the societal language (English or French in the case of Canada);
or (c) programs that promote biliteracy, as is the case with French immersion or various bilingual
day-schools. This chapter offers a distilled overview of key findings and the practical and policy
implications drawn from this research for the provision of services to young L2 children who may
have a reading disability.
Research Context
Two primary frameworks need to be considered in the assessment and treatment of L2 literacy
development. At one extreme there are questions that relate to what is known as the “universal”
or “central processing” framework. According to this framework, the same underlying cognitive
and linguistic component skills that are crucial for learning to read and spell in monolingual or L1
children (for example, phonemic awareness, speed of processing, visual processes) contribute
across diverse languages and writing systems. This also means that these skills influence the
development of literacy skills in L2 and bilingual contexts.
The ubiquitous concept of “transfer” can be seen as a version of the universal framework. The
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logic here goes something like this: If the same processing factors are found to be important
when children are learning to read in their L1 and L2, then we can expect that these skills will
“transfer” from the L1 to the L2 (and from the L2 to the L1). That is, one can expect positive
transfer if the same underlying processing factors facilitate the acquisition of literacy skills in the
L2, just the way they do in the L1. This also means that performance on these processing factors
in one language would be related to reading skills in the other language. Research that supports
the universal or central processing framework has important implications for assessment of
minority or bilingual children who are at-risk for having a reading disability (RD).a
The contribution of language proficiency to reading and writing skills can be seen as located in
this central processor. Developing L2 proficiency can be thought of as a gradual increase in skills
related to the ability to comprehend and express oneself in the L2, both orally and in writing, in
everyday contexts and in academic contexts. A variety of receptive and expressive skills need to
develop. They include familiarity with the phonology of the L2, its vocabulary (both everyday
vocabulary and more academic vocabulary), its morphology, and grammar. Some educators and
practitioners believe that the main reason that L2 learners lack accuracy and fluency with regard
to L2 literacy skills is due to lack of L2 oral language proficiency.1,2 A related problem is the belief
that as long as students have not developed adequate L2 proficiency, it is not feasible or
advisable to assess reading disabilities.3 The problem is twofold: On the one hand, one would
want to avoid interpreting poor language and literacy skills development among L2 learners as
indicative of RD, a process that may lead to over-diagnosis of L2 children as having RD. On the
other hand, avoiding assessments of L2 learners who are actually at-risk of having RD, because of
lack of training and sensitivity or because of a strong belief that what thwarts children’s adequate
development of language and literacy skills reflects poor language proficiency, may result in
under-diagnosis of L2 learners who may actually be RD, and a different kind of bias.
The other major framework focuses on typological differences. Languages vary along a number of
dimensions, relating to oral and written aspects. Some of these differences have significant
implications for the processes involved in learning to read and spell in different languages. In
terms of writing systems, languages differ in orthographic “depth,” or the regularity of
correspondence between letters or letter combinations and their associated sounds. English is
considered to have a “deep” orthography in comparison to languages such as Spanish or
German, which are considered to have a “shallow” orthography. Languages might differ from
each other in the contents of their phonemic and syllabic repertoires, their morphemic and
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syntactic complexity, and so on.
Research within the typological framework is concerned with finding out whether developmental
and processing factors vary across languages due to typological differences in features of the
spoken or written language. Some studies within this framework compare the role that processing
requirements play in different languages. According to this analysis, underlying cognitive
resources are tapped differentially, to the degree demanded by the typological characteristics of
the spoken and written system under consideration. For example, visual processes may be more
crucial when learning to read a character-based language such as Chinese than when learning to
read an alphabetic language like English or French. Beliefs associated with this framework include
the argument that a child is experiencing difficulties in learning to read in an L2 because of
typological differences between his/her L1 and L2. For example, educators and parents may
argue that a child whose L1 is Hebrew is having difficulty in developing adequate reading skills in
English or French because Hebrew is read from right to left. Another belief associated with this
framework is that the prevalence of reading disabilities may vary as a function of the writing
system and differences in the challenges that various orthographies present to young learners.
Recent Research Results
This section lists key findings concerning the development of reading skills in young L2 learners.
The final section discusses practical and policy implications that can be drawn from this research.
Research findings supporting the “universal” framework:
The development of word-based skills such as decoding and spelling points to parallels in
numerous comparisons of typologically different languages.4-10
There are positive and significant correlations between parallel L1 and L2 word-based skills
such as word recognition, decoding pseudowords (units of speech or text that look and
sound like words in a particular language but that are not actually words), and spelling.11,12
When text-based aspects of reading such as reading comprehension are developed in one
language, they correlate with reading comprehension in the other language.9,13-17
Regardless of the type of orthographies involved, L2 learners who have decoding and
spelling problems in their L1 have difficulties in their L2 as well.18-21
Phonological awareness (the ability to break words into their components, synthesize their
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sounds, and learn their features) and rapid naming (the act of quickly naming objects,
colours, numbers or letters from long-term memory) and to some extent verbal working
memory (which temporarily stores and manipulates information) are sources of individual
differences that are associated with reading development and reading difficulties in L1.
Regardless of whether these skills are measured in children’s L1 or L2, these processes are
also sources of individual differences in the development of L2 word-based skills in
alphabetic and non-alphabetic languages.11,12,22-27
These processing skills measured in the L1 and L2 often correlate with each other, and can
predict decoding and spelling skills in both L1 and L2. This has been found across different
language groups.7,8,10,28,29
L2 learners who have serious problems with word-based reading skills and with the
cognitive processes that are necessary to develop well developed word-based skills in the
L2, also have poor reading fluency, reading comprehension, and writing skills.9,26,27,30-33
When RD is determined on the basis of performance on word-based skills such as word
recognition and pseudoword decoding, and phonological processing measures such as
phonological awareness and rapid naming the prevalence of RD is similar in ESL children
and children who are L1.2,30,34
Research on the role of L2 oral proficiency:
L2 children take a long time to develop their L2 oral proficiency. Even after five to six years
of attending school in the L2 environment, aspects of L2 oral proficiency skills, and
especially those required for academic learning, continue to lag behind the skills of L1 peers.
35-37

In the early school years, when the L2 oral proficiency skills are in their infancy, L2
vocabulary explains very little unique variance in L2 word recognition and spelling skills.38
By the beginning of grade 2 (following one year of instruction in English), performance on
phonological awareness and rapid naming can predict subsequent performance on wordbased reading skills of ESL children.39
Even when L2 children’s second language proficiency is still developing, they can learn to
read and spell words and achieve similar accuracy to that of L1 children.11,20,22,26,38,39,40-42
Aspects of L2 language proficiency such as vocabulary and grammatical skills are related to
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text-based aspects of literacy such as reading fluency, reading comprehension, and the
ability to write.15,16,30,33,38,43-45
In spite of differences in their command of the oral language, cognitive processing profiles
of L2 students who are RD are similar to those of L1 students who are RD. Regardless of
children’s home language background, the profiles of the at-risk readers include persistent
and extremely poor performance on word recognition, pseudoword decoding, and spelling
tasks, and concomitant poor performance on phonological processing measures.7,10,18,19,40,46,47
Research findings documenting typological differences:
Because specific orthographic features present different demands, the developmental
pathways associated with the development of reading and spelling tasks in different
languages is not identical. Normally achieving children will attain word reading accuracy
faster in their L2 than their L1 if the L2 is associated with a shallow orthography.41,43,45,48-50
The weight of cognitive processes such as phonological awareness, rapid naming, and
visual processes that underlie word reading, are influenced by typological differences
between the L1 and L2 orthography.11,19,51-53 For example, in shallow orthographies such as
German and Dutch, speed of naming, rather than phonemic awareness is a stronger
predictor of reading success and of reading failure.54
In early stages of L2 spelling development, there is an effect both of the L1 phonology and
its graphophonic rules on how students spell in their L2; additionally, the type of reading
and spelling errors observed in the L2 reflect typological influences.29,38,41,43,55-58
Reading-disabled children reading in different orthographies share some characteristics
such as difficulty in decoding pseudowords and similar cognitive profiles, but they also have
unique characteristics associated with the language and writing system typologies.47,59
Conclusions
Complex processes are involved in the acquisition of language and literacy skills in L2 contexts.
On the basis of research conducted in the last decade, it is possible to conclude that neither of
these frameworks, on its own, can account for when L2 children develop their language and
literacy skills, or for the incidence and nature of reading disabilities. It is useful to consider the
universal and script-dependent perspectives on L2 reading development as complementary.60 L2
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language proficiency takes a long time to develop, and while it is related to text-based aspects of
literacy such as reading fluency, reading comprehension, and writing, L2 language proficiency
explains little unique variance in word-based reading skills of young L2 learners. On the other
hand, similar cognitive processes explain individual differences in word recognition and spelling
skills in different languages and in L132 and L2 learners. In addition, the cognitive and reading
profiles of L2 RD children resemble those of their L1 RD peers. However, typological differences
may affect the ease or difficulty with which L2 children acquire specific elements of the spoken
and written language, and the kind of errors that they commit in early stages of literacy
development. Teachers in multi-ethnic classrooms tend to withhold judgment about ESL children
who may show similar warning signs to those noted in at-risk L1 children, because they tend to
attribute these difficulties to lack of sufficient oral language skills.2 The available research has
taught us that it is possible to diagnose RD in L2 children rather early. The practice of delaying
diagnosis of potential RD in L2 children may be motivated by concerns to avoid bias or by
attributing persistent difficulties to other causes such as lack of L2 oral proficiency and
typological influences. However the results of such practices are costly and have long-lasting
consequences for undiagnosed and under-treated L2 children who have difficulties in learning to
read and write in the school language. Recent research advances in this area should enable
educators and other professionals to minimize over-diagnosis and under-diagnosis.
Implications
Policy: training professionals
It is important to continue to provide L2 children with sustained and systematic
opportunities to develop their L2 oral proficiency. To enhance academic achievement, it is
important to be mindful of this point and not be complacent when acceptable levels of
everyday oral language fluency have been reached. This point has implications for the
content of in-service and pre-service curricula.61
Some L2 children may read with difficulty not simply because they require more time to
develop their L2 oral proficiency but because they have problems with the acquisition of
basic reading skills. Therefore, it is important to look beyond oral language proficiency and
not to delay assessment and intervention.
It is not necessary or ethically defensible to withhold assessment and intervention from L2
learners who show warning signs of RD. Not only health care providers, but also classroom
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teachers need to be trained and empowered to identify the warning signs early, and to
adapt instruction accordingly.
Assessment in the L2
Since there are positive and significant correlations between parallel L1 and L2 component
reading skills and predictors of successful reading development in the L1 and the L2,
administering to L2 learners the same processing measures (e.g., phonological awareness,
rapid naming) used for assessing RD in L1 children is highly informative. This can be done
when a rudimentary level of L2 oral language proficiency has been achieved.
Given that L2 oral proficiency does not play a major role in understanding reading
difficulties of L2 children, word-based skills, including word recognition, pseudoword
decoding, and spelling can and should be assessed, using standardized measures.
Since individual differences in L2 word-based basic reading skills correlate with performance
on text-based aspects of reading and writing, it is important to assess young L2 learners
who may be at-risk for having a reading disability on as many of the areas known to be
related to RD as possible.
Examining the gap between listening comprehension and reading comprehension is highly
informative, especially if L2 listening comprehension is superior to reading comprehension.
Putting the puzzle pieces together
Gathering data about the child’s performance in the home language is useful as it helps to
validate observations made within the L2 context. However, this may not be feasible for a
variety of reasons such as L1 language attrition, lack of appropriate measures in the L1, and
disruptions to the child’s education, to name a few.60
Other sources of information are important pieces of the L2 assessment puzzle that
contribute to the validity of the diagnosis. These include report cards from the home
country; interview data on the achievement of developmental milestones, and in particular,
the onset and development of language; previous assessments; and the language and
academic achievement of siblings.
A highly informative source of information comes from monitoring progress and learning
over time. Persistent language and reading difficulties in spite of adequate instruction
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should not be ignored. Approaches such as dynamic assessment and curriculum-based
assessment are especially conducive for this purpose.
Measures of general ability are not that useful in identifying RD in L2 children. Practitioners
also have to be mindful of the fact that in the case of L2 learners it is more difficult to
establish a “discrepancy” between ability and indices of reading in order to justify an RD
diagnosis.
Error analysis is a useful source of information but should be done with typological
influences in mind. It is important to consider the transfer of specific skills from the L1. One
should consider whether errors occur across the board or are limited to typological
differences. Errors across the board are more suggestive of a disability than errors that are
typical of learners from a given linguistic background and that disappear over time.20
Considering the family cultural and linguistic background, acculturation, and parental
attributions about their children’s academic difficulties is essential. To be sensitive,
relevant, and effective, it behooves practitioners to try to use cultural informants and seek
information about the history, language, and culture of the family.46
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Note:
a

This review does not deal with social-emotional, cultural, or demographic factors.
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