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Abstract

This thesis examines what effects early English instruction as a foreign language instruction
may have on early literacy development in the first language. English exposure is high in
Iceland and in light of recent changes in the curriculum for Icelandic grammar schools,
where English instruction begins at ever lower levels; several questions have been left
unanswered. Although not much research has been conducted on the possible effects of
early L2 instruction on L1 literacy development, a considerable amount of information is
available on the interaction of literacy and bilingualism. An overview of available research
in those fields will be presented with the goal of shedding light on the possible effects early

English instruction may have on students” first language literacy development.

The essay is focused on examining the factors which influence first language literacy and
second language development, in order to better understand what influence each has on the
other. A critical aspect to the thesis is the question of whether empirical data confirms the
claim that a sensitive period is present for second and foreign language learning and, if so,
to find out at what age this period occurs. Even though a sensitive period may be present
for second and foreign language learning, it does not seem a guarantee for success in L2
acquisition and, based on the decision of when to commence English teaching, the question
is raised whether the first two years of schooling would be better spent developing first

language literacy development.

Literacy is the foundation upon which all educational and academic endeavors are built and
successful literacy development from the start is the most important educational investment.
The general assumption has been made, usually on the basis of the Critical Period
Hypothesis, that the younger the language learner, the better. This is not true in all cases,
for in order for bilingualism and second language learning to become successful, social
interaction must be actively practiced during the time of acquisition. Empirical data does
not suggest that there is a difference in success between L2 learners who begin learning at
the age of six or later when the learning is limited to a classroom situation. Studies and
research results reviewed in this essay have revealed that success in L2 acquisition is
governed more by social motivation than a sensitive period for acquisition. The conclusion

is that it would be preferable to focus the first two years of school on developing first



language literacy skills and moving on to English lessons in the third grade. Enhanced or
intact literacy skills would be gained, which would then support second language learning,

according to results of the studies examined.
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1 Introduction

English is used as a medium of communication all over the world by people who do not
have English as their first language. English is in active use throughout Europe; especially
in the Nordic countries and the Netherlands. Research has revealed that the input in
Scandinavia and the Netherlands is different from the rest of Europe as American movies
and TV programs are broadcast in the original language in these countries, instead of being
dubbed as is usually the case in other European countries (Phillipsson, 2008). This
difference has resulted in more input, which has resulted in increased English proficiency
among the populations of those countries (Phillipsson, 2008). Input from televised material
leads to passive knowledge of the language and the social interaction, which is needed for
gaining productive proficiency in a foreign language, is often missing. This may in some
cases lead to an overestimation of proficiency; learners may believe their proficiency to
being higher than it actually is as listening and reading skills may be better than speaking

and writing skills (Arnbjornsdottir, 2007).

Iceland is a fairly advanced, technological society with general access to television and
the internet. As a result, Icelanders, especially Icelandic children, have had increased
exposure to English, starting with television and moving on to computers, where the World
Wide Web and computer games have been a substantial source of information and
entertainment, input which is mostly in English. As a result of this, many Icelandic children
are developing two languages at the same time. The potential effect this change in the

linguistic environment in Iceland will have on literacy development has yet to be explored.

This shift in the linguistic situation in Iceland is detectable in the change which has been
occurring in formal English instruction; for many years it began at the age of twelve but has
been moved increasingly lower in past years and curriculum guidelines have now allowed
English instruction to commence as early as in the first grade (National Curriculum
Guidelines: Foreign Languages, 1999). Danish was, for many years, the first foreign
language taught in Icelandic schools but English has slowly been taking over, and is now
the first foreign language and Danish the second. But Danish has never been formally
taught at such a young level to Icelandic students as English is today in many schools, so

there is no previous tradition, and therefore no empirical data available, in Iceland for



beginning foreign language instruction at such a young age. It can be concluded that the
changes being progressively made in English education in Iceland stems from the increasing
proficiency of Icelandic students of English, as well as the emphasis placed on English
within the community. However, the nature of said instruction is subject to debate,
especially since the status of English in Iceland has not yet been defined and therefore,
designing an effective approach to English instruction has been proved difficult.
Furthermore, due to the changing status of English, a shift in the educational system has
been called for. A change has been called for both in the curriculum as well as in

instructional practice (Arnbjornsdottir, 2007).

With increased general exposure to English and formal instruction beginning in the first
grade, the possibility is created that Icelandic children may develop a form of bilingualism.
It is therefore important to look at factors which affect a bilingual language development,
including the effect formal second language instruction in the early grades may have on the
learners’ first language and literacy development. A critical aspect of this situation is the
fact that learners will now be commencing formal education in their second language before
having fully developed literacy skills in their first language. Although it should be clearly
stated that the formal goals of the curriculum guidelines say that English lessons in the first
few grades of primary school should be casual; this still raises questions about the efficacy

of such instruction and its effect on the development of literacy in young learners.

Learning to read generally takes two to three years and begins for most children around
the age of six. Literacy is the cornerstone of education and therefore, early literacy
development in children’s first language is a crucial factor in their future success in modern
society. A positive aspect of the importance of early literacy development is that practically
anyone can learn to read within the window of the first two years of learning; therefore,
effective literacy training in those first two years of development is vital. Learning to read
properly in the first language (L.1) is the foundation to all further learning, including foreign
language learning. The natural response to this fact is to ask whether the introduction of a
second language (L2) in a foreign language situation is beneficial or a detrimental to the

important early period of L1 literacy development.

Numerous factors need to be taken into consideration when literacy develops in the
context of the acquisition of two or more languages. The age of the learner is an important

factor when a second language is introduced to a child in the process of learning to read in



their first language. It is important whether the language is a second language (where the
second language is the language spoken in the environment), or a foreign language (where
the first language is the language spoken in the environment), and if two languages are
introduced simultaneously or one after the other. The younger the students are when they
start learning a second language, the more likely they are to become bilingual. However,
the amount of use and input are very important and poor literacy development in L1 can
result in poor second language literacy, regardless of whether the period of acquisition is

late or early.

Research on immigrant children has revealed that one of the most important factors in
gaining control of a second or third language is having good literacy skills in the first
language. There is a lot of research available on bilingualism and it is feasible to take the
results of the extensive studies into account when deciding on a proper course of action with

regards to English teaching in Iceland.

The goal of this thesis is to examine whether the literature and research available on
second and foreign language learning reveals whether literacy development is affected
when formal L2 instruction begins before early L1 literacy has developed. A particular
focus of this thesis is the current situation of English in Iceland and how educational
authorities have dealt with recent changes in the linguistic situation in Iceland. Various
studies available on the Icelandic situation will be reviewed, as well as information on the
situation of English in Scandinavia and other European countries. Since limited data is
available on the status of English in Iceland in particular, and due to the special
circumstances of English in Iceland, the Icelandic linguistic situation will be examined in
light of research results on bilingualism. The main objective of this essay is to explore the
empirical data available to compare it with the Icelandic situation in order to find out
whether beginning L2 learning within the first two years of school will have a beneficial or
detrimental effect on first language literacy development. From the answer to this question,
a conclusion will be drawn on whether the first two years of school would be more

productive if spent on English lessons or, on further development in first language literacy.

The first chapter deals with the situation of English in Iceland, as well as a global
language of commerce and education. The nature of the situation in Iceland will be
explored, in light of the changes which have been occurring with regards to the National

Curriculum. The importance of input in foreign and second language acquisition will also



be covered near the end of the first chapter. The second chapter takes a look at literacy and
the chapter begins with an explanation of literacy in general and moves on to defining
social, cultural and cognitive aspects of literacy, in order to establish a general
understanding of literacy in preparation for further coverage of literacy development and
second language acquisition. The third chapter deals with literacy development and second
language acquisition. Various aspects are introduced, such as the Critical Period
Hypothesis, bilingualism and first language attrition. The fourth chapter goes over the
possible effects second language learning can have when it occurs during first language
literacy development. These effects will then be reviewed in light of results from as
Swedish project which was conducted under similar conditions as are to be found in modern
Iceland. In the fifth, and final, chapter a conclusion will be drawn which shall be based on
the data reviewed in the essay. The question of whether early English teaching in Iceland is
likely to have beneficial or detrimental effects on first language literacy development will

be answered in light of these conclusions.



2 English In and Out of Iceland

2.1 The Impact of English as an International Language

Language boundaries are increasingly being crossed these days and new ones being set, as
foreign language learning has become more accessible. English has become one of the
fastest growing languages used throughout the world, with more speakers who use it as a
second language than as a first (Bryson, 1990). A brief, historical explanation of why
English has enjoyed this increase in numbers of speakers includes the strong position of the
British Empire as well as the commercial and social importance of the United States since
the Second World War. However, the main reason for the widespread use of English today
is most likely computer technology and the internet, which were originally presented in
English, aided by popular television programs and a prolific Hollywood movie industry.
The increasing popularity of English has led to such an amazing number of people learning
the language all over the globe that for example, “there are now more students of English in
China than there are people in the United States” (Bryson, 1990, p. 3). The expansion the
English speaking world has experienced has even left countries such as Iceland with the
question of whether exposure to English has increased to a degree where English can no

longer be considered a foreign language (Arnbjornsdéttir, 2007).

English is used as a medium for communication in business, travel and higher education
among many speakers for whom English is not a native language. The English exposure
available to Europeans varies greatly between countries. In Europe, 70-80% of all televised
material is originally American, but in many countries it is dubbed with the local language,
but not everywhere; “these US products are transmitted with the original soundtrack in the
Nordic countries and the Netherlands, which strengthens the learning of English”
(Phillipson, 2008, p. 2). Due to the fact that the majority of input of this kind requires only
passive participation of learners of English, the aim has been to enhance the communicative
factor of English learning in the language classroom: “There has been a progressive shift to
more communicatively oriented foreign language learning, and starting ever younger,
though the traditional focus on literature often remains at the upper secondary and
university levels” (Phillipson, 2008, p. 2). This general competence in English has lead

many European universities to demanding a level of proficiency of English which draws
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close to that of a native, but teacher training and education have not reflected this policy, as
Phillipson (2008) explains when he states that “there is evidence from most parts of Europe
that many teachers of foreign languages are under-qualified” (p. 3). With increasing
amount of exposure to English, teachers have had to shift the focus of teaching from a
foreign language situation to a situation which seems to be escalating into that of a second

language.

EU language policy and successes and failures in its implementation serve as an
interesting example of the general attitude towards English becoming the language of
communication, as well as providing an insight into the results of such a policy. The
original EU policy stated that local languages should be preserved and a massive amount of
translations is done for and by the union every year. German used to serve as a sort of
lingua franca in many of the EU countries but this is “a role which English is progressively
taking over” (Phillipson, 2008, p. 3). European countries have in the past taught two
foreign languages at grammar school, Iceland for example begins with English and then
Danish, and the EU has endorsed this policy, specifically since a fear is present “that
English represents a threat to the languages and cultures of EU member states” (Phillipson,
2008, p. 3). The policy is therefore intended to support the local cultures and languages.
The EU member countries receive implementation reports on the action plan, ironically the
reports are almost always in English, “less often in French, and virtually never in any of the
other 18 EU official languages” (Phillipson, 2008, p. 4). Many of the smaller member
states of the EU rely increasingly more on their English skills in order to save money on
translation, and the Union as a whole has not acted on this dilemma; opting for a somewhat
laissez faire policy regarding minority languages within the European Union (Phillipsson
2008, p.6 ). Most of the paperwork and reports regarding the union is conducted and
published in English and large member countries such as France have resulted to not
fighting this evolution, but have begun defending their own language from deterioration due
to usage of English (Phillipson, 2008). This general uncertainty at the upper levels of EU
administration results in the unsurprising fact that “laissez faire policies serve to strengthen
the position of English” (Phillipson, 2008, p. 6). Even though the EU language policy
makers set out with the agenda of preserving the local languages of Europe, the inhabitants
have a tendency to opt for the quickest and cheapest mode of communication and use

English as the language for conducting EU business.
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Another aspect of the use of English in Europe is the demand that universities increase
access to higher education across national and linguistic borders. When one language
serves as a lingua franca in European higher education, more people are able to attend
universities outside their home countries. This has turned universities in the United
Kingdom into big business, and “according to a British Council study in 2004, the UK
economy benefits by £11 billion p.a. directly, and a further £12 billion indirectly, from
‘international’ education” (Phillipson, 2008, p. 4). Add to this all the English courses taught
throughout the whole of Europe every year. On the other hand, there are concerns about the
quality of education when teachers all over Europe use English as a medium of instruction
instead of their mother tongues (Phillipson, 2008). English is probably used most in the
Nordic countries and the Netherlands (Phillipson, 2008, p. 5).

English has a particularly strong status in the Scandinavian countries, mostly due to
access to English in the media and tourism. Scandinavian universities have taken up
teaching in English “in order to attract foreign students” (Phillipson, 2008, p. 5). Most of
the universities require considerable English proficiency of their students, but this, on its
own, has not guaranteed increased English proficiency. Research conducted in Norway, for
example, indicates “that reading skills in English of Norwegians entering higher education,
when measured by the British-Australian IELTS tests, are not adequate for academic course
books in English” (Cummins and Davison, 2007, p. 4). University administrators in
Sweden, Denmark and Finland are being encouraged to counteract this lack of proficiency
by formulating “explicit policies for multilingual universities” (Cummins and Davison,
2007, p. 5). The Swedes and the Danes have prompted a policy which encourages parallel
proficiency in English on the one hand and Swedish or Danish on the other. Interestingly, it
may be added that the documents regarding this policy making are published in English
(Cummins and Davison, 2007, p. 5).

Languages such as Danish, Norwegian, Icelandic and Swedish share many similarities
and linguistic situation in the Nordic countries does not only require use of English in
communication with the majority of EU member states, but also “multilingual competence
is assumed” between “Danish, Norwegian and Swedish, with or without English”
(Phillipson, 2008, p. 3). A major part of the English used in Scandinavia refers to specific
domains of language, many of the formal; connected to science, academic studies and other
professional vocabulary. The massive increase in English learning and speaking has led the

Nordic countries to counteract this evolution by launching studies which have looked at
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whether there is indication of domain loss in the Nordic languages, and even though the
studies are not conclusive the results indicate that “there is a strong possibility of domain
loss in technology and natural sciences” (Cummins and Davison, 2007, p. 8). The concerns
and actions taken by Nordic authorities indicate that the linguistic situation is faced with a
challenge on a scale which has never before been encountered, making the results an

unknown factor.

English has become increasingly popular as a global language, with vast numbers of
students all over the world. The European Union has had its share of English, resulting in
policy makers worrying about the survival of languages of linguistic minorities of their
member states. The Nordic countries are no exception from this and have begun shaping
policies intended to address the effects of English on their local languages. The situation of
English in Iceland, in particular, is best comparable to the situation in the Nordic countries
and the Netherlands, especially due to the fact that movies and televised material is usually
broadcast in English and not dubbed as is usually the case in other European countries. On
the account of reasons such as these, the influence of English increases gradually
throughout the world, leaving authorities worried in some places, but university students

and teachers rather happy (Phillipsson, 2008).

2.2 English Exposure in Iceland and its Effects on Students’ English
Proficiency

As is the case with other Nordic countries, Icelandic students are exposed to English
through the media and consider themselves proficient speakers of English. Whether the
actual proficiency is as good as the students consider has not been established yet. The
exposure available to students of English in Iceland is apparent but it is unlikely that input
alone is sufficient for making fluent speakers of English. The claim has been made that
changes are needed in English instruction (Arnbjornsdottir, 2007). The question is how the
education system can take advantage of all the input available to students in order to

enhance the level of English proficiency in Iceland.

The social factor, or interacting with others in the target language, is usually missing for
Icelandic students of English. Lovisa Kristjansdottir, et al. (2006) point this out in their
report on English teaching in Iceland, where it was revealed that students get little or no
practice in using English verbally at school. Students are exposed to a lot of English in their

everyday lives, for example, 86 percent of students in the 9" and 10" grade claim to watch
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television material in English. However, only 12 percent of these students read books in
English (Tungumalakénnun, 2001). Claims are being made to suggest that even though the
English input available in Iceland is vast, it is often informal which may have lead
Icelanders to overestimate their actual proficiency. The type of input available and how it is
processed can have an immense impact on the actual outcome of the language learning
process. Birna Arnbjornsdottir (2007, p. 54) mentions a similar topic when she says that
“What is constant is that the overwhelming content of this exposure is a basic informal
language register, and this has consequences for the uptake i.e. the type of language learners

learn and consequently the purposes which it can be used”.

Icelandic students generally have access to large amounts of input in English, through
the media, but this is not necessarily true for all students in the Icelandic school system.
Immigrant students come from different backgrounds, enter the school system at various
ages, and the English input they receive in Iceland might even be different from that of the
Icelandic students. Elena Maltseva conducted a study on differences between immigrant
children and Icelandic children learning English in the 10" grade in Iceland, and it revealed
a proficiency gap between the two groups. According to Maltseva’s findings teachers
usually employ the same strategies with both groups, although some had found strategies
which specifically helped the foreign students (Maltseva, 2009). Maltseva’s results raise
questions such as; ‘what is the actual degree of proficiency of Icelandic students when they
enter the school system?’ and ‘what is the extent of the proficiency gap between immigrant
and native children?’ The situation is therefore somewhat more intricate than perceived at
first, with the added depth of various linguistic backgrounds playing a participatory role in
the general student body of the Icelandic school system. There is an inherent difference
between language acquisition in Icelandic students and foreign or immigrant students when
it comes to English as a second language in Iceland. The Icelandic students are usually
exposed to English as their second language from very early on and have usually
established their literacy skills in their L1 when they begin formal English lessons in school.
Immigrant students on the other hand are usually exposed to their L1 at home and then learn
Icelandic within the school system. Some immigrant students may have to develop literacy
in Icelandic, the language of the host culture. English is therefore usually the third or fourth
language these student learn when they commence formal English lessons within the school
system. The concern here must be what happens to the language development of children

who experience situations such as these.
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2.2.1 The National Curriculum Guidelines for Formal English Instruction

The curriculum for grammar schools in Iceland, which was published in 1999, states that in
the Ist and up to the 8th grade the local school authorities are required to specify on their
own how to spend 12% of students’ time spent at school. This change has allowed
headmasters and teachers to teach more of any obligatory subject of their choice.
According to the National Curriculum Guidelines from 1999 English teaching began in the
fifth grade. A new version of the National Curriculum Guidelines for foreign languages
was published in 2007, it stated that according to the General National Curriculum
Guidelines published in 2006, English teaching should begin in the fourth grade, in addition
to teaching being allowed to begin at lower levels, even as early as the first grade and “have
the option of varying the minimum amount of time within each field between the years in
each period, that is in 1.-4. grade, 5.-7. grade and 8.-10. grade. (National Curriculum
Guidelines for Grammar Schools, 1999). English teaching in the first to third grade is
therefore an option available to school authorities and general directions are offered in an
appendix to the curriculum for foreign languages, as well as stating the general objectives of
said changes: “Studying in the 1.-3. grade can be considered as an introduction to language
learning. The goal is to build up interest and a positive attitude towards the language and to
create circumstances which encourage the student to use the language in a simple manner.
It is also important that they are secure and are aware that it is normal to make errors”
(National Curriculum Guidelines for Grammar Schools, Foreign Languages, 2007
(translated by author, see appendix A for Icelandic version)). A further mention is also
made of the fact that young children have a limited supply of concentration and stamina and
that teaching should therefore be limited to short periods of time although not too much
time should pass between each lesson (National Curriculum Guidelines for Grammar

Schools, Foreign Languages, 2007).

The National Curriculum Guidelines give teachers a general description of how the
teaching should be conducted. Further information is given on how to conduct teaching;
listening is aimed at allowing students to hear the resonance of the English language and
they should soon be able to follow simple instructions from the teacher; students shall
practice talking in English, especially by playing games and repeating phrases and rhymes;
reading and writing shall be kept very simple, preferably using words and pictures which

are then linked together in addition to tying the English teaching to other parts of the
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students’ curriculum (National Curriculum Guidelines for Grammar Schools, 2007

(Translated by author, refer to appendix A for Icelandic version)).

An informal interview with a headmistress of a small elementary school in the south-
western part of Iceland revealed a positive attitude towards this change in the curriculum.
She claimed that there has generally been a positive interest in beginning English teaching
early, and she explained that her students begin English lessons at the age of six or seven.
The aim is to keep the teaching simple and mainly oral; very little literacy is emphasized in
these early classes and students, parents and teachers seem to be generally pleased with
these changes. According to the headmistress, the students are very enthusiastic about
English and are well motivated and efficient in their learning. (Full description of this

informal interview is available in Appendix B).

2.3 The Role of Input in Foreign vs. Second Language Acquisition

The situation for learning English as a second language in Iceland is complicated and
research is not readily available. Second language learning is defined by the circumstances
during the process of learning. Second language learning is when a language is learnt
within the target culture (such as learning English in England or the U.S.) whereas a foreign
language situation is when a language is learnt outside of the relevant social situation, such
as in a language classroom, (such as learning English or Chinese in Iceland). However,
learning Chinese in Iceland is decidedly not comparable to learning English in Iceland since
the amount of input available in English is rich compared to virtually non-existent input in
Chinese. It has been suggested that the situation in Iceland has become a blend of a foreign
and second language situation: “this dual distinction is no longer adequate given the
increased presence of English in countries such as Iceland where it is widely spoken but is
not a native language” (Arnbjornsdottir, 2007). Arnbjornsdottir goes on to say that this
blurring of the situation in Iceland is due to the amount of input available to learners of

English outside the classroom. (Arnbjornsdottir, 2007).

The quality and amount of input is one of the most important factors for deciding
success or failure in language learning; the quality and amount of input also defines the
difference between the input situation of a foreign and second language setting. In a second
language setting the input in the target is more frequent and varied than in a foreign
language setting where the input may be limited to a classroom setting. According to

Hauksdottir (2007) input is all the language the learners are exposed to inside the classroom
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as well as outside of it. This includes spoken language and written language in any type or
form. English input in Iceland has stretched its reach outside the classroom and learners are
exposed to English in amounts which reach beyond the level of foreign language. The
increasing amount of input available in English has led to speculations of whether English
teaching needs to reviewed and improved according to the changes which have occurred in

the linguistic situation (Arnbjérnsdottir, 2007).

The proficiency of Icelandic learners is often overestimated since the vocabulary of
Icelandic students’ English proficiency often consists more of receptive than productive
skills. But what is the meaning behind these terms? Crow (1986) offered the following
definition of the terms with regards to vocabulary: “Productive knowledge of a word is
traditionally defined as what one needs to know about a word in order to use it while
speaking or writing (productive channels); receptive knowledge is what one needs to know
in order to understand a word while reading or listening (receptive channels).” The
cognitive functions behind the productive skills are more than what speakers use in

receptive skills; the productive skills being the words and functions learners are able to use.

The social context of childhood L2 acquisition has also been shown to be an important
factor, especially in Iceland where a considerable amount of input is available in English in
a predominantly Icelandic society. Icelandic is the official language in Iceland so the Wong
Fillmore (as cited in Hamers and Blanc, 2000, p. 71) found that social connections are
extremely important for children’s L2 acquisition; that is, interaction with others in the
target language is an important factor of language acquisition. Hamers and Blanc state that
children learn the L2 “by interpreting cues from the communication setting” and “the child
begins to guess and understand the other speaker’s language and to respond to it” (Hamers
and Blanc, 2000, p. 71). They go on to say that interaction within a social context is the
means the child uses to obtain the syntax of the target language (Hamers and Blanc, 2000,
p. 71). However, these findings do not support the claim that Icelandic children are close to
obtaining the proficiency of a bilingual speaker since the input is mostly supplied through

passive listening and observing, through television and computerized material.

Birna suggests that even though many Icelandic students have acquired passive,
colloquial vocabulary when they enter the school system, the levels of achievement and
proficiency vary greatly between students, making it difficult to make assumptions about

proficiency levels of the whole. The level of English proficiency in Icelandic students may
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also have been overestimated (Arnbjornsdéttir, 2007, p. 61). Birna talks about the level of
teaching of English at university levels in Iceland and points out that the courses available
have not been aimed at foreigners, but designed as courses which are designed for native
speakers of English. “The shift in levels and type of English proficiency has resulted in an
increased number of students who speak conversational English with some facility but have
neither the oral nor written discourse skill necessary to pursue an academic program or
study in English and therefore require remedial assistance” (Arnbjornsdottir, 2007). The
question remains whether these changes in academic competency of students within the
Icelandic school system can be linked to a general decline in L1 literacy skills

(Valgeirsdottir, 1993).
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3 Literacy

3.1 Whatis literacy?

Literacy is more than knowing how to read; it is interplay of cognitive and social functions,
where reading proficiency is largely affected by society and its encouraging and
discouraging factors to succeed. There are, in fact, several different factors which come
into play, some of them being that the term itself signifies different abilities to people within
different societies and the power it represents to those different social groups may also vary.
Literacy studies is a fairly new field of research but has been growing fast in the last twenty
years and include fields which look specifically at the development of bilingual literacy and

the relationship between the development of first and second language literacy.

Literacy has developed from being accessible only by the upper classes to being
virtually accessible to anyone, at least in theory (Barton, 1994). In most modern institutions
of education an average student will have the opportunity to learn to read in his or her
native language. Problems usually surface when learners are faced with having to learn
how read in a language which is not their mother tongue and may result in attrition of the
first language, an insufficient proficiency in the second language as well as general
difficulty with literacy. Situations such as these have become more and more visible in
modern societies, due to increasing cultural diversity. Bearing these facts in mind, it seems
a daunting task to define the actual nature of literacy and the influence of society and
attitude (motivation) towards literacy has an immense effect on the individual’s success in

reading and other literacy related skills.

UNESCO defined a literate person in 1962 as someone who “has acquired the essential
knowledge and skill which enable him to engage in all those activities in which literacy is
required for effective functioning in his group and whose attainments in reading, writing
and arithmetic make it possible for him to continue to use those skills towards his own and
the community’s developments™ (as cited in Baker, 2000). The realization of the
importance of literacy within societies has become increasingly clear throughout the years,
and nurturing early literacy development is the foundation of education and a key to

becoming a functioning member of society. Riley (2006) says that “it is universally
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recognized that a highly literate population is essential for an advanced society and that this

is important for both humanitarian and economic reasons.

Efforts to define the term literacy, were not made until after 1940 (Barton, 1994, p. 21)
and the birth of literacy studies as an academic field did not occur until after 1980. After
the 1980s there was slow progress and several books were published on the subject of
literacy but it was not until after 1990 that the field witnessed a surge in publications
(Barton, 1994, p. 23). This is an interesting turn of events for a concept which was not
officially defined in any dictionary until 1924 (Barton, 1994, p. 20). However, Barton
claims that defining the term /iteracy may be an impossible task to complete since “the idea
that complex concepts are susceptible to dictionary-like definitions is probably a myth.”
Literacy is interconnected with reading and writing and the realization has dawned on

researchers as well as educators that some sort of a definition of all these parts is needed.

Literacy means being able to “read, spell and to communicate through written
language” (apraxia-kids.org), with many different factors deciding success and failure, such
as motivation and various social factors. Snow (2006) mentions that essentially the same
factors seem to influence literacy development for monolingual and bilingual readers. The
first one being “societal/cultural factors related to literacy outcomes for both first- and
second-language readers” which would include “supportive communities, stable economic
prospects, effective schools, high educational standards, high teacher expectations for
student performance, and good instruction”; which indicates that learners tend to respond in
accordance to the expectations made to them. The second point Snow mentions are the
“familial/cultural factors” which include socioeconomic status, “parental education and
literacy levels, and home support for literacy development”; where the importance of a good
and successful foundation in literacy is made clear. Thirdly, Snow mentions the individual
factors which “include school readiness skills, phonological processing skills, oral language
proficiency (including vocabulary), and use of comprehension strategies” (Snow, 2006);
where the personal state of the learner and his or her innate abilities to learn and develop
literacy skills come into play. The final conclusion is thus that literacy is the ability to read

and write, where several societal and personal aspects influence learners’ success or failure.
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3.2 Literacy Studies

3.3 Social and Cultural Aspects of Literacy

Barton (1994) mentions research conducted by Shirley Brice Heath on the social motivation
for literacy development. Brice Heath spent over 10 years in Appalachian communities in
the United States and began by exploring how families used reading and writing in their
homes and then went on to examine how those family literacy traditions transfer to schools.
She used ethnographic and sociolinguistics methods in her research and found that the term
can mean various and different things. Furthermore, in her speculations about the meaning
of literacy and its functions she divided literacy into two categories; first, what literacy is
able to do for its users and second, what people can do with literacy. Heath’s research and
her definition of what individuals can do with literacy and what it means to them has been
extremely influential in education and has caused educators to contemplate what kind of

reading and writing is going on in their local communities (Barton, 1994, p. 26).

Heath (1986) looked at the social motivation behind children learning to read and write.
Heath revealed that the majority of the society she studied did not use reading for aesthetic,
organizational or recreational purposes. She was able to define seven different uses people
had of literacy: “l. Instrumental (price tags, bills, advertisements, street signs, traffic signs,
house numbers). 2. Social interactional (greeting cards, cartoons, bumper stickers, posters,
letters, recipes). 3. News related (newspaper items, political flyers, messages from local
city offices about incidents of vandalism, etc.). 4. Memory-supportive (messages written on
calendars and in address and telephone books; inoculation records). 5. Substitutes for oral
messages (messages left by parent for child coming home after parent left from work, notes
explaining tardiness at school). 6. Provision of permanent record (birth certificates, loan
notes, tax forms). 7. Confirmation (advertising brochures on cars, direction for putting
items together, the Bible). The purpose of Heath’s study was to find out what people use

literacy for in their lives.

“Literacy is a social activity and can best be described in terms of the literacy practices
which people draw upon in literacy events” (Barton, 1994, p. 36). To explain further;
literacy events are the events throughout the day where people encounter things which
require them to use their literacy skills. Literacy practices, on the other hand, are the ways
people use their literacy skills as a literacy practice, for this can differ from one person to

the next since “people bring their cultural knowledge to an activity” (Barton, 1994, p. 37).
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Literacy is therefore usually influenced by the individual's cultural background. However,
the term literacy does not always signify the same thing in all venues of society or in
different societies of the world. “People have different literacies which they make use of,
associated with different domains of life. These differences are increased across different
cultures or historical periods” (Barton, 1994, p. 38). There are in fact no simple or difficult
types of literacy, only various kinds of literacy which serve multiple purposes, such the

literacy used at home, at work, church, school, etc.

The level of support literacy receives from authorities is also very important and Barton
(1994) explains that “people’s literacy practices are situated in broader social relations.
This makes it necessary to describe the social setting of literacy events, including the ways
in which social institutions support particular literacies.” (p. 42). People’s social
surroundings and cultural background may either hinder or enable literacy achievement and
their “literacy practices do not reflect abilities in any straightforward way, but rather they
are to do with what people feel is or is not appropriate” (Barton, 1994, p. 42). These
standards of appropriateness also vary between locations in society, for example, literacy
may mean a completely different thing at home than it does at school. Literacy is a social
activity, but can also be representative of actual social status for parents who value
education promote literacy and tend to represent it to their children as a form of
entertainment partake in and promote more literacy activities in their homes than other
parents. These actions are a representative of social class since middle-class parents are

more likely to promote literacy as an entertainment than lower-class parents (Grabe, 2009).

3.3.1 Cognitive Aspects of Literacy

Literacy has been described as including all forms of communication, from reading to
speaking, signing, listening and writing (State of Massachusetts official website, 2009).

The process of learning how to read begins around the time children start to coo at their
parents and to learn their first words. When a child is learning its mother tongue, it is laying
a foundation for later literacy development. It is widely believed that “isolated skill
instruction is rarely developmentally appropriate. Literacy develops in everyday activities”
(State of Massachusetts official website, 2009). The cognitive functions inherent to the
process of developing literacy are not activated at the point of starting school, but are
developing alongside language skills almost since birth. Up until the age of two children

are becoming interested in looking at and playing with books and even start scribbling.
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From the ages of three to five, children will even start to write some letters and come to
realize that the text of storybooks carries the meaning of the story and not the pictures.
During this period children are acquiring vocabulary very rapidly; up to 50 new words per
month, and have acquired around 400-900 words by the age of four. From the ages of five
to eight, children are learning how to read, as well as increasing their vocabulary in leaps
and bounds. They begin to understand the intricacies of written language and their
“mastery of grammar and pronunciation improves” (State of Massachusetts official website,
2009). Mastering literacy is thus seen as an ongoing process which begins very early, with
the age gap of five to eight years old, the start of formal schooling, an end point in a long

developmental process.

The cognitive functions of literacy development have puzzled researchers and raised
several interesting questions regarding literacy development. The findings of Giuseppe
Cossu (1999) are mentioned here as an interesting example; Cossu conducted research on
the acquisition of Italian orthography and concluded that it comes as no surprise that some
mentally handicapped children with low 1Qs are able to become efficient readers and
writers. This leads him to claim that “general intelligence, verbal memory or psycho-motor
skills are largely irrelevant factors for the acquisition of literacy” (Cossu, 1999, p. 30).
These mentally handicapped readers are, on the other hand, usually not adept in
metalinguistic tasks. What Cossu finds puzzling is “that some very bright children can deal
successfully with a number of metalinguistic tasks and yet make little progress over the
years in reading accuracy and speed” (Cossu, 1999, p. 31). This aspect of Cossu’s
conclusion indicates how much is still to be learnt about literacy itself, and suggests that
literacy acquisition “appears to be governed by highly selective, domain-specific,
computational mechanisms, which have the functional properties of a modular system”

(Cossu, 1999, p. 131).

Much as with the universality of grammar, children seem to innately understand
language and literacy on a subconscious level (O’Grady et al. 1997). Usha Goswami has
conducted literacy research focusing on accuracy in reading between orthographically and
phonologically different languages. Her findings suggest that children develop phonology
in the same sequence, despite growing up in environments which provide them with
phonologically different input (Goswami, 1999, p. 153). However, Goswami goes on to say
that little cross-linguistic research has been done of the kind she is referring to and that

further research within the area may change this picture (Goswami, 1999, p. 153). Harris
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and Hatano (1999, p. 6) emphasize this even further, when referring to Goswami’s findings,
saying that “even though the sequence of phonological development is similar across
languages, the sub-syllabic units of which children become aware are likely to vary from
language to language” (Harris and Hatano, 1999, p. 6). This leads to the conclusion that
although there is evidence available from previous research on the matter, that phonological
development is the same across languages, there has not been enough research done in the

field to make a solid statement in that respect.

Ingvar Lundberg has conducted research on “phonemic awareness as a critical factor in
reading acquisition” (Lundberg, 1999, p. 169), focusing specifically on Scandinavian
languages. The Scandinavian languages have a type of orthography which makes it easier
for the student to learn how to read since “there is a one-to-one correspondence between
graphemes and phonemes” (Lundberg, 1999, p. 170). On the other hand, “the alphabet does
not consistently represent the phonemes of spoken English” (Goswami, 1999, p. 143). This
can be considered as a difference between the orthography of Scandinavian languages and
English, which suggests that Icelandic children should acquire literacy skills quicker than
their English peers. However, the accuracy of Lundberg’s statements about Scandinavian
languages should be researched further. There is little doubt about the difference between
the phonemic accuracy in English on the one hand and Scandinavian languages on the other
but the existence of a “one-to-one correspondence between graphemes and phonemes”
(Lundberg, 1999) can surely be debated, especially by L2 learners of Scandinavian
languages. Further research is needed in order to make a conclusive assessment of the

difference between the orthographies of English and Scandinavian.

Literacy seems to develop in the same order between different children and languages.
Reading skills and the understanding of the writing system are acquired gradually over a
period of time, but the order in which it happens is the same for everyone, which suggests a
systematical approach in the cognitive literacy functions. It is revealed in a study conducted
by Bryant, Nunes and Aidinis (1999, p. 131), that children do not acquire morphological
strategies in a single step, but acquire them in a process which takes up to two years. In the
study, English and Greek orthographies are compared and the researchers found several
similarities between the languages. Their findings lead them to conclude, on a broader
level, that “learning to read and spell are intelligent activities and children must come to
understand the ‘logic’ of the writing system if they are to master it truly” (Bryant, et al.,

1999, p. 131). Dulay and Burt (1974) concluded from their research of the order of
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children’s acquisition of 11 morphemes that “the sequence of acquisition of 11 functors
obtained for Spanish and Chinese children are virtually the same” and that “the same
sequence of acquisition of 11 functors, obtained by three different methods, provides strong
evidence that children exposed to natural L2 speech acquire certain structures in a universal
order.” The interesting part is that if this is true, that language is governed by a universal
system which leads to a preset sequence of acquisition of different parts of the language;
this should apply to all; regardless of age and background. Adult learners of a language
should acquire systematic features of the language in the same order as a native speaking

child, only slower.

Literacy is a system of symbols which we use to represent the world to ourselves as well
as to others, and can be defined as any form of communication we use in daily life. A
person’s view of literacy defines him or her and the way in which, and how much, we use
these tools is a social statement people are sending into society (Barton, 1994, p. 48).
Literacy is a skill which people are continually perfecting throughout their lives and “our
individual life histories contain many literacy events from early childhood onwards which
the present is built upon. We change and as children and adults are constantly learning
about literacy” (Barton, 1994, p. 49). To conclude, educators claim that “literacy is most
effectively achieved in the mother tongue” (Hamers & Blanc, 2000, p. 320), and researchers
of bilingualism usually claim that a solid foundation in literacy in the mother tongue is
preferable in order to achieve success in foreign language learning (Hamers & Blanc, 2000,

p. 321).
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4 Second Language Acquisition and Literacy Development

The effect second language learning has on the proficiency of the first language has long
been a cause for concern and the same applies for literacy development. Considerable
research has been focused on what kind of an effect L2 language learning will have on L1
literacy development, especially with regards to what sort of transfers could possibly take
place between literacy development in the two languages. Research indicates (Droop &
Verhoeven, 2003, as cited in Grabe, 2009) indicates that “L2 language skills are very highly
related to L2 reading ability and the L1 language abilities are highly related to L1 reading
abilities”; which indicates a strong correlation between reading skills and general language

abilities but not an actual cross-effect between the two languages.

The research results mentioned above do not address the original question of what sort
of a connection can be found between the L1 and L2 literacy development. Grabe (2009)
claims that there are certain reading skills which are transferred from L1 to L2 but they are,
interestingly, limited to certain cognitive functions such as phonological-awareness skills,
word-decoding skills, reading strategies, metacognitive awareness, and pragmatic skills;
that is, the skills learners have to hear phonological differences in sounds, the ability to
connect words to the objects and ideas they refer to, metacognitive awareness is the ability
to talk about the language and being able to understand it as a cognitive device, and
pragmatic skills are the abilities a person has to use the language in practical, every-day
situations. Reading skills which do not transfer are, on the other hand, vocabulary
knowledge, morphosyntactic knowledge, listening comprehensions, and orthographic script-
processing differences; these are, knowledge of the vocabulary of each language do not
transfer from one language to the other, knowledge on morphology and skills in
understanding spoken language do not transfer either, and neither does the ability to read
and understand the alphabet and manner of writing of each language. On the surface, the
transfer of these items seem to serve as aiding devices to the development of L2 literacy
since metacognitive knowledge which is already present in the brain is transferred to the
acquisition of the second language and should speed up the process, although it may cause
some confusion when a considerable difference can be found between the two reading

systems (Grabe, 2009).
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These transferred effects should then be channeled into having a good influence on the
L2 literacy development and Grabe (2009) claims that research should focus on how to
come up with ways which do exactly that. Grabe points out that L2 readers are often not
aware how texts in their second language are built up and that teachers should aid learners
with deciphering how a text is put together. The L2 learner may be unaware how a text is
interpreted in the L2 society and various interpretational aspects can be very important

when it comes to understanding the embedded meaning of a text.

To sum up; influences and transfer between L1 and L2 reading are to be found, and
research suggests that L1 language proficiency is a strong indicator of L1 literacy success,
as L2 language proficiency indicates L2 literacy success. Certain features of literacy are
transferred from the L1 to the L2 and the suggestion has been made that teachers should
focus on ways to make those transfers operate as a positive effect on the L2 literacy

development.

4.1 Critical Period Hypothesis

The main arguments behind teaching foreign languages to children have been supported by
claims that there is a period in childhood when children are more sensitive to learning and
acquiring a foreign language. The idea of a sensitive period originally stem from Lenneberg"‘s
Critical Period Hypothesis, which addresses the claim that there is a certain period for acquiring
certain skills and trying to acquire said skill after the period in question is in most cases
strenuous or even impossible. The claim is controversial in the field of language acquisition
research. However, Lenneberg’s research showed that there are critical periods present for
birds and also mammals and Lenneberg, (1967, p. 175), gives an example of chicks, which find
a replacement to their mother, should she not be present at the time of their hatching, and are
drawn to the next thing available in an inherent response, for “the response is established very
rapidly and indiscriminately to essentially anything that moves at a given speed and is within
certain limitations of size”. The responses which are inherent to the bird are essential to its
development and this certain behavior can only occur during a particular period in the chicks’
lives, and cannot be taught later in life. Critical periods such as these also occur in mammals,
especially between mother and infant, where there are certain age periods which are optimum
for the learning of certain qualities and the claim has been made that this also applies to

language acquisition (Lenneberg, 1967, p. 175).
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However, Lenneberg states that although ,,there are critical periods for the acquisition of
certain types of behavior among a number of species® it ,,does not imply any phylogenetic
relationship between them* (Lenneberg, 1967, p. 176). Lenneberg (1967) also claims that
the limitations which apply to language acquisition do not necessarily apply to other types
of human behavior since there are various skills and tasks which can be much better learnt
during late teenage years than in early childhood years and adds that a lot of learning has no
specific age limit whatsoever; he does not endorse ‘the younger the better’ myth which
some supporters of the CPH have proclaimed. The characteristics of language acquisition
are complicated and difficult to define and Lenneberg names humans’ ability to learn
foreign languages as an example of this. It is possible to learn to use a language at the age
of forty but the components which block the ability to learn languages become increasingly
frequent after puberty. Before and even during puberty learners are able to pick up foreign
languages with simply enough exposure to the target language. This ability, as well as the
capability of performing local accents, gradually recedes with increased age (Lenneberg,
1967, p. 176). Still, Lenneberg claims, “this does not trouble our basic hypothesis on age
limitations because we may assume that the cerebral organization for language learning as
such has taken place during childhood, and since natural languages tend to resemble one
another in many fundamental aspects, the matrix for language skill is present” (Lenneberg,

1967, p. 176).

The Critical Period Hypothesis has been expanded and interpreted, and Cook (1996, p. 109)
for example states that the critical period for first language acquisition is between the age of two
and the teenage years. As mentioned before, Lenneberg’s hypothesis has become somewhat
controversial and arguments and research results have been presented which either support or
disagree with it (Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle, 1978). There have been various arguments for
why people lose the ability for language learning as they grow older, and Cook (1996, p. 109)
refers to Lenneberg’s findings when saying that “physical factors such as the loss of “plasticity’
in the brain and ‘lateralization’ of the brain; social factors such as the different situations and
relationships that children encounter compared to adults; and cognitive explanations such as the
interference with natural language learning by the adult’s more abstract mode of thinking”;
these are the main reasons Lenneberg stated as the main hindrances to foreign or second
language learning. A bulk of the research conducted has lead to the conclusion that age is
actually a beneficial factor in foreign language learning and that foreign languages may be best

learnt during and around puberty (Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle, 1978). On the other hand, there
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are those who have found age being a hindrance in second language learning and Cook (1996)
quotes work by Johnson and Newport (1989) on this matter where they studied “Chinese and
Korean learners living in the United States and found that the earlier they had arrived there the
better they were at detecting ungrammatical use of grammatical morphemes such as ‘the’ and
plural’-s’ and other properties of English” (Cook, 1996, 110). Younger learners, children, are
more likely to master accents than older learners and the claim has been made that the authentic
accent of the host culture cannot be learnt if learning begins in the early teens or later (Cook,

1996, p. 110).

However, several studies have been conducted which reveal that the situation for
language acquisition even goes beyond the Critical Period Hypothesis, as is the case with
Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle’s (1978) research results. They tested second language
acquisition in five different age groups which ranged from 3-5 years, 6-7 years, 8-10 years,
12-15 years of age and finally adults. Tests were conducted on several different age groups
of English speakers during their first year of residence in Holland and these tests revealed
that the poorest progress in second language acquisition was made by the 3-5 year olds.
The teenagers showed the most progress and were ahead of all other groups at all times,
except on final testing of ‘Story Comprehension’ and ‘Spontaneous Speech Fluency’ where
they were surpassed by the 6-10 year olds. According to Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle these
results “are basis for rejecting the hypothesis that the period 2-12 years constitutes an
optimal time for language acquisition” (Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle, 1978), and they reject
the idea that younger children are better second language learner than older children and
suggest that the results could also be explained by the fact that the older learners have a
better understanding of their first language and can therefore transfer positive information
into their second language; the teenagers have already gone through years of linguistic

education and therefore a vast amount of meta-knowledge is already in place.

To explain further, the results imply that there is a critical period for first language
acquisition which reaches up until the age of five, but slow second language acquisition in
this age group may be explained by the fact that their cognitive functions are caught up in
L1 learning; they may not be able to focus on developing a second language as fast as the
first one if the input is not sufficient. The older learners already know a language and may
benefit from that, or they may already have established specialization “of the dominant
hemisphere for language facilities acquisition”; that is to say, they have already practiced

and put to use the part of the brain which deals with learning languages (Snow and
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Hoefnagel-Hohle, 1978). Additionally, the age groups ranging from 6 to 15 years of age
had achieved the proficiency level of a good bilingual by the end of the testing period;
which consisted of three tests during the first year of the subjects’ residency in Holland;
their result suggest that the age group of 6 to 15 years of age is the optimum age for second

and foreign language learning.

Another interesting study which pertains to the definition of a critical period for second
language learning was conducted by Kenneth Hyltenstam and Niclas Abrahamsson and dealt
with immigrant L2 proficiency in Sweden. It showed that neither those who learn their second
language early nor those who learn it late are able to reach the proficiency level of a native
speaker. Speakers who have learnt Swedish as adults, and are generally considered native
speakers, showed competencies which, when closely examined, were revealed to being less
than, or in some aspects different, from the proficiency of native speakers. Their results showed
that those who begin L2 learning late and are considered having native proficiency, have
previously been overestimated (Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam, 2007, pp. 68-69). Their results
for younger learners showed that beginning learning at a young age does not guarantee the
proficiency level of a native speaker. The conclusion they draw from these results is that early
L2 learners’ proficiency should be reevaluated and that they could be categorized as ‘near-
native’ or ‘native-like’. From this they interpret that the ‘sensitive period’ in language learning
is an illusion. Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam also argue that it is too soon to claim that those
who begin L2 learning early are less proficient than natives and that further research should be
aimed at native-like speakers who began L2 learning at a young age (Abrahamsson and

Hyltenstam, 2007, p. 69).

The problematic definition the critical period for second language learning has led to
disputes regarding the optimal age for acquisition and instruction. For immigrants the goal
is usually to become proficient in the language of the host culture in order to being able to
function properly within the host society. For Icelandic learners of English the objective
may be somewhat different since the language environment is predominantly Icelandic
although the amount of input available in English suggests that the situation may start to
resemble a second language context. Some researchers have tried to refute the claim that
the younger the learners are, the better, and the research results of, for example,

Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam (2007) support the claim that this is not so.
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Hamers and Blanc also discuss the findings of the study by Johnson and Newport from
1989 (as cited in Hamers and Blanc, 2000) where the conclusion was that children who
began learning an L2 while three to seven years of age were generally considered having
native-like proficiency, whereas children who began learning at the ages of eight to ten,
were not (Hamers and Blanc, 2000, p. 72). Hamers and Blanc ask the question; “why do
older learners who are in similar contexts not reach native-like L2 competence?” (Hamers
and Blanc, 2000, p. 71). They go on to say that this question raises the issue of whether
there is a ‘sensitive period’ in second language learning. However, the situation in Iceland
is not comparable to the ones mentioned by Hamers and Blanc or Abrahamsson and
Hyltenstam since the second or foreign language input is not of the same quantities as in the

situations they are referring to.

The reality of the situation in Iceland is that English has the official status of a foreign
language within a language community which is predominantly Icelandic but the increased
input especially for young children may be changing that status (Arnbjornsdottir 2007).
The definition of a critical period for second language learning is very important to this
situation since the presence of English is apparent in the society, and a definition is
preferable in order to being able to maximize the usefulness of English teaching. The
research results discussed above refute the claim that the younger the language learner the
better, and suggest some sort of a middle ground, that 6-10 year olds are the best foreign
language learners, although the circumstances of these studies may not be directly

applicable to the situation of English in Iceland.

4.2 Bilingualism

Bilingualism was once considered as having negative effects on individuals (Holmstrand,
1982), but those opinions have been transformed by later research. Researchers of
bilingualism have explained that a bilingual mind deals with a more elaborate situation than
the monolingual mind and “in the case of bilingual speakers, the lifespan variation in
linguistic behavior is, of course, often quite spectacular” (Hyltenstam and Obler, 1989).
Teachers of English as a foreign language, for example, usually label their students by what
level they are at in English language studies or the type of English they are studying, such
as “English as a Foreign Language” or “English as an Additional Language” (Sears, 1998).
They rarely use the term “bilingual” and Sears suggests that if teachers of English as a

foreign language were to become acquainted with the term, they would benefit as much
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from it as their students, since an understanding of the condition is inherent to an
understanding of the term. It is safe to conclude that an understanding of the nature of
bilingualism would enable teachers to further aid their students in gaining general language

proficiency.

Defining the term “bilingual” has been proven rather problematic. It has been described
as having “native-like control of two languages” (Bloomfield, 1953: 56), but this statement
lacks a definition of what is inherent in the term ‘native-like’ with regards to language
proficiency. Other definitions have been suggested; some broader, others much more
specific. As an example of this, one of these definitions claims that bilingualism is a
person’s ability to speak a second language while following the structure of the foreign
language and not paraphrasing from the first language (Titone, 1972; as cited in Hamers and
Blanc, 2000). There are continuous problems with definitions such as these, for it remains
to be defined how it is possible to decide whether a speaker is paraphrasing from his or her
first language, or not. This is difficult to decipher, unless the two different languages are
structurally very different (Hamers and Blanc, 2000, p. 7). Various questions remain
unanswered on a final definition of what sort of a speaker can be defined as a bilingual
speaker of a language, but there is more or less an agreement about the vague statement that
a bilingual person is anyone who has mastered two languages. Further definitions of
questions such as what sort of proficiency qualifies as that of a native speaker are subjects

for further debate and remain unanswered as of yet.

But how two, or more, different languages work together as multi-competence remains
an unanswered question. This is perhaps one of the most important aspect of bilingualism;
defining how the two languages are governed and how the mind operates the two different
entities. Research implies that the L2 is guided by the L2 system (Dulay and Burt, 1974)
but even though the L1 and the L2 may form two different systems within the human mind,
the “two grammars may form an inter-related system” (Cook, 1991, p. 115). The bilingual
mind is therefore likely operating one system which contains two grammars or languages,
or what Cook (1991, p. 115) names ‘wholistic multicompetence’. Numerous studies have
been conducted on bilingualism which have shown that the L2 is likely to be governed by
the L2 system and not the L1 language system. The beneficial effects of L2 language
learning are “brain-training”, more complex sentences produced are produced by people
who have learnt second languages and bilingual children have overall better metalinguistic

skills than their monolingual peers (Cook, 2003). Cook additionally mentions that it has
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generally been regarded as a positive thing; having successfully acquired more than one

language.

Dulay and Burt’s (1974) research on Chinese and Spanish children learning English
within an English speaking school system can be put forth as an example of this. They
tested eleven different morphemes and the sequence of their acquisition in both groups
using the Bilingual Syntax Measure; a method of experimenting which Dulay and Burt
invented themselves which allows the experimenter to use a row of questions to get answers
from the subjects as a response to picture stimuli. Linguistically the two languages tested
are very different and therefore provided good contrast to each other. Dulay and Burt’s
research was also different from many others since they used a cross-sectional approach,
where they tested many subjects at one point in time, instead of doing a longitudinal study
where a few subjects are tested over a long period of time. Their results showed that “the
sequences of 11 functors obtained for Spanish and Chinese children are virtually the same”
and “the same sequence of acquisition of 11 functors, obtained by three different methods,
provides strong evidence that children exposed to natural L2 speech acquire certain

structures in a universal order” (Dulay and Burt, 1974).

It is therefore safe to conclude that if the L2 acquisition by children is guided by the L2
system, not the L1, the quality and amount of input are paramount if the language
acquisition is to be successful. What has long confused researchers and teachers is the
bilingual person’s control over the two languages and the ability to code-switch (using both
languages at the same time, usually inserting words from one language into sentences of the
other language) which would make bilingual utterance unintelligible to most monolingual
speakers. A question for debate was thus whether bilingual speakers are able to
differentiate between the two systems they are operating; which seems to be the case.
Meisel (1989) explains his study of young children who grew up in bilingual circumstances
and he concluded that they seem to be able to do so. He says that bilingual speakers can
differentiate between different grammatical systems and that a fusion of the systems in use
does not necessarily occur. He adds that a mixing of the two language systems may occur
and that code switching is a firmly established strategy which is used by the bilingual as a

part of their pragmatic competence.

On the other hand, the mixing of grammatical rules between languages has been

measured, especially in young children. Seliger explains this as a redundancy reduction
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principle where the child comes across rules in the two languages which are fairly similar
and chooses the simpler and more encompassing rule of the two and applies it to both
languages; “if both languages contain a rule which serves the same semantic function, that
version of the rule which is formally less complex and has a wider linguistic distribution
(i.e. can be used in a greater variety of linguistic environments) will replace the more
complex more narrowly distributed rule” (Seliger, 1989, p. 173). Seliger (1989) explains

this as a part of language attrition.

The result of bilinguals not maintaining both (or all languages) in many cases causes
language attrition, which means that the less used language or languages become lost or
integrated with the dominant language, which is in many cases the L2. It may even occur in
a multilingual speaker that the “general language effort (or lack of motivation, or both, for
instance)” becomes too little and as a result the speaker will return to a monolingual system
where the two systems will be merged into one and “this will result in systems
displacement” (Jessner, 2000, p. 242). First language attrition as a result of second

language learning shall be explained further in the following chapter.

Bilingualism is, according to the above, the ability to use two different languages and
can have a positive effect on cognitive development. Previous opinions of bilingualism
were molded by a misconception and a lack of understanding of the complexities of
bilingual features such as code-switching. Bilinguals are capable of differentiating between
the two grammatical systems they operate and do not mix them together into one system,
although the simpler, more general grammatical rules may take over for both languages,
especially for children, when the rules for both languages are similar to begin with and there

is not enough input.

4.3 First Language Attrition

Research has been conducted on attrition of one of the languages in bilingual development.
It is generally accepted that loss of control over the L1 may occur when access to the L1 is
limited in some manner (Jarvis, 2003; Hamers and Blanc, 2000). Hamers and Blanc (2000)
suggest that a bilingual person forms separate systems in their mind for each language he or
she speaks and is thus able to successfully separate grammar, vocabulary, etc., which
defines each language. The characteristic problem of speakers who show signs of attrition
is a loss of the separation of those systems which cause the languages to fuse together into

one undifferentiated system. Seliger (1989) put forth a principle regarding this fusion of
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language systems in children which he named the “Redundancy Reduction Principle”,
where he explains that it is probable they do differentiate between the two language
systems, but when it comes to similar rules in both languages they tend to choose the more
widely distributed one and apply it to both languages. So, limited access to L1 may not
always be a direct indicator of attrition in L1, it may also be caused by certain

generalization forged in the brain, such as Seliger describes.

Seliger (1996, as cited in Hamers and Blanc, 2000) talked of L1 attrition where certain
aspects of the L1 are lost due to usage and acquisition of an L2. He claims that the three
deciding factors in L1 attrition are “the degree of acculturation, the level of literacy in L1,
and the functions served by L1” (Seliger, 1996, as cited in Hamers and Blanc, 2000, p. 78).
The importance Seliger places on L1 literacy is noteworthy, especially in situations where
children learn to read in their second language. With regards to Seliger’s arguments,
teachers and students might benefit from looking into strengthening the aspects of language

learning which support L2 acquisition; such as L1 literacy development.

Jessner (2000) suggests that language maintenance is a crucial factor in keeping away
the influences of language attrition, that “it can be stated that the equilibrium of the system
is dependent on the requirements of language maintenance; the system is bound to erode if
insufficient energy and time is invested in maintaining its stability”. Attrition is, in other
words, the natural result of a lack of sufficient language maintenance. The L2 causes
attrition in the L1, which is usually the case when the L1 becomes increasingly less used
and the L2 gradually takes over as the dominant language (Cook, 2003, p. 12). Language
attrition takes place both with adults and children (Hamers and Blanc, 2000). Seliger (as
quoted in Hamers and Blanc, 2000, p. 78) claims that attrition depends on many factors
such as “the degree of acculturation, the level of literacy in L1, and the functions served by
L1, as well as on L1 group characteristics” and he offers three stages of L1 attrition: “in the
first stage the bilingual maintains autonomy for each language, and in the case of code-
mixing constraints indigenous to each language are maintained; in stage 2, because of the
inaccessibility of L1 data, L2 becomes the source of evidence affecting L1 grammar; and in
stage 3 similar rules in L1 and L2 are fused in the direction of that which is less marked”. It
is therefore essential for the maintenance of both languages that the input remains rich and
meaningful, as well making sure that L1 literacy, at least, is successfully conducted. A lack
of input and poor literacy skills in the L1 may cause attrition which gradually leads to the

grammatical dominance of the L2.
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Additionally, a part of the negative views of bilingual speakers in the past was their
ability to code-switch, a phenomenon that was not well understood. According to Jessner
(2000, p. 23) the effects of code switching in bilinguals have been regarded as negative as a
result of the contact of two or more languages, also, interference and transfer in second
language learners. Code-switching is a complex phenomenon which takes place in
communication between bilinguals, for they “can make simultaneous use of the resources of
each of their languages while using the other (loan words) or by developing mixed or
switched codes which are governed by their own specific rules” (Hamers and Blanc, 2000,
p. 41). Jessner goes on to say that “the maintenance of two or more language systems at
similar proficiency levels can be seen as more than twice as strenuous as the maintenance of
a monolingual system because the multilingual brain is constantly involved in processes of
matching and differentiation of two or more language systems” (p. 241). Thus, the
multilingual mind has to cope with a situation which is more complex than the situation of a
monolingual. Furthermore, code-switching in bilinguals has often been misconceived of as
interference but bilinguals control a complicated language system and Hamers and Blanc
(2000, p. 41) say that “the bilingual’s total repertoire can be fully exploited by him only in
situations in which he can call upon the resources of his two languages and use strategies

specific to language contact.”

There are various factors which directly or indirectly affect second language learning,
attrition being one of the symptoms of it. Coreen Sears divides these factors into three
broad categories: “First are the factors which are centered in the learners themselves.
These include personality, ability, aptitude, and motivation. Second are those external to
the learner. These include the quantity and nature of exposure to the target language. A
third category includes such factors as the optimum age for learning a second language, and
the length of time it takes to reach competence” (Sears, 1998, p. 45). The learner himself
can have a huge impact on his own learning, the amount and nature of input the learner
receives is also a huge factor, and being exposed to the second language at what can be
defined as a critical period for language learning is also one of the important factors of
second language learning. Attrition plays into these different aspects and is usually the
result of insufficient access to the L1; leading to detrimental effects of the L2 on the first

language.
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4.4 Bilingualism and Early Literacy Development

The first two years of schooling are very important to the development of literacy skills

(Riley, 2006, p. 2). After the first two years almost all children have learnt how to read and
have therefore laid a foundation for further learning. The same applies to bilingual learners,
and specific care is needed in order to ensure successful literacy development in one or both

languages.

Language acquisition is an ongoing process which operates in several stages and around
the age of five there are a lot of changes taking place in the brain which seem to enhance the
aspects which enable literacy development and increases language proficiency and
understanding (Verhoeven, 2005). This age is very important in language acquisition and it
is also the time when most children begin literacy development. This age period is so
powerful that “bilingual children in collaboration with parents or older peers are able to
acquire literacy skill spontaneously” (Verhoeven, 2005). Bilingual children who learn one
language at home and then another in the community and at school, are exposed to input in
both languages in different settings. Often the L2, which is learnt in a school environment,

is also the language in which literacy is developed.

Verhoeven (2005) conducted a study where children from language minority groups,
who belonged to social groups which usually were also minority groups, and the major
impediment in the subjects’ literacy development was the lack of the parents’ desire for and
knowledge of literacy. In other words, parents did not have the resources necessary to
encourage literacy development. Shirley Brice Heath’s study (1986) displayed similar
results where it was revealed that the situation and language use at home usually predicted
the level of achievement which would then present itself in the students. Heath performed a
longitudinal study where she compared motivation for literacy development to success in
literacy. Her study was based on sociology and revealed that different types of literacy exist
between different social classes; ranging from enjoying the reading of literature to reading
which is limited to occupational and/or commercially related material. According to Heath,
the social background is an immensely important factor in literacy development and literacy

achievement.

Monolingual children’s word decoding skills gradually go from “accessing word
representations via their phonic representations to accessing the word representations

directly” (Verhoeven, 2005). There is also strong evidence which indicates that during
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early literacy development there is a connection between the ability to recognize words and
reading abilities. Verhoeven (2005) therefore claims that it is natural that the “networks of
connections between the various graphemic, phonological, and semantic nodes needed to
read in L2 will be weaker than for first language readers”. It is without doubt a hindrance
for students having to acquire their early literacy skills in their second language and
Verhoeven (2005) claims that “limited exposure to the second language may lead to
qualitatively weaker word representations and thereby both slower and less accurate
reading.” Verhoeven’s (2000) research on Dutch speaking children as L1 and L2 users
showed that students who spoke Dutch as a second language were less efficient than the
monolingual students in reading comprehension and word spelling. Verhoeven suggest that
what educators can do to remedy this is to match reading instruction to the knowledge that
“children learning to read in a second language should be helped to build their lexical
knowledge” (Verhoeven, 2005, 449). Research on second language reading has revealed
that early literacy development is very important and that it should preferably take place in

the first language.

Furthermore, it is important when addressing bilingualism, especially at the early stages
of literacy development, that each individual is defined by the different languages he or she
speaks. It is for example not feasible to define a bilingual Icelandic-Thai speaker by the
same criteria as an Icelandic-English speaker, due to the difference between the alphabets in
Thai on the one hand and English and Icelandic on the other. Susan Rickard Liow (1999)
asserts that “models of bilingual reading development must accommodate the importance
of the child’s pre-literate language proficiencies and their influence on subsequent written
language processing, and models of bilinguals biscriptal reading development must take
account of the relationship between the two scripts, and the likelihood of strategy transfer”
(Liow, 1999, p. 209). Learning to read in a language which is not the L1 can have a large
impact on children’s awareness of language and their metalinguistic skills. “This awareness
implies the ability to focus attention on language, and reflect upon its nature, structure and
functions and plays an important role in the development of literacy” (Verhoeven, 2005, p.
440). But, being bilingual allegedly has a positive effect on the learners’ development of
metalinguistic skills, since they are coping with and developing more complex language
systems than their monolingual peers (Cook, 2003) and it is more than likely that the same
can be said about biliteracy. Bialystok, Luk and Kwan (2005) conducted a study which

revealed the advantages of biliteracy. The study was focused on four groups of children in
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the first grade, where three of the groups consisted of bilingual children who all used
different languages and writing systems, and the fourth group consisted of monolingual
children. During the period of testing the bilingual children showed progress in reading
ability but the children who were learning two different alphabetic systems held a greater
advantage. The results revealed that “bilinguals transferred literacy skills across languages
only when both languages were written in the same system” and they therefore concluded
that “the extent of the bilingual facilitation for early reading depends on the relation
between the two languages and writing systems” (Bialystok, Luk and Kwan, 2005, p. 43).
Similar alphabets benefit bilingual learners in positive transference between the two
languages and learners can enhance their literacy development and boost their advancement
into literacy, whereas very different alphabets may aid the children in distinguishing
between the two languages when it comes to literacy. Finally, Bialystok et al. (2005)
mention that the bilingual children of their study showed advantage over the monolingual
subjects in understanding the overall workings of language and writing systems, having

been exposed to more than one.

It is therefore safe to conclude that there are several advantages to be had from
bilinguality and biliteracy can have a good influence on general literacy development,
especially under positive circumstances where, for instance, sufficient input is present for
both languages. Finally, there is a lot for learners to gain from developing biliteracy in
similar alphabetical systems since knowledge of one language can be used for the second
one, but there is also a lot to be gained, even though the bilteracy is based on two different

systems, in metacognitive knowledge and understanding of language and literacy.
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5 The Possible Effects of L2 Learning During Early L1
Literacy Development

The effects of L2 on L1 are usually considered beneficial by bilingual researchers. L1
literacy development has not been shown to being harmed by L2 learning in a foreign
language situation, similar to the situation in Iceland. This chapter will take a look at some
of the research results available in order to shed some light on the current situation in
Iceland. Learning an L2 is usually considered positive and numerous researchers have
found positive evidence of effects on L1 sentence structure, etc. (Cook, 2003, p. 11). Not
much empirical evidence is available today on the effects of the second language on the
first, but what is available has shown that there is a significant effect to be found. Whether
said effect is beneficial or detrimental as well as what its general specifics are, awaits
further research. Cook (2003) mentions two studies; one of which (Kecskes, 1998) found
positive influences of L2 on L1 and the other one (Balcom, 1995) found a notable
difference between subjects who did or did not speak English as a second language, as
opposed to not speaking a second language at all. Cook mentions an experiment conducted
by himself where the clear conclusion was that: “L2 users do not process the sentences of
their first language in the same way as monolingual native speakers do” (Cook, 2003, p.
212). The beneficial effects of L2 language learning are “brain-training”’; more complex
sentences are produced by people who have learnt second languages and bilingual children
have overall better metalinguistic skills than their monolingual peers (Cook, 2003). Cook
additionally mentions that it has generally been regarded as a positive thing; having

successfully acquired more than one language.

Iceland is a monolingual society where varied access to English is found in various
forms of entertainment such as television programs. There are various elements which need
to be considered in order to shed light on the situation which has arisen here and when it is
best to commence English instruction. To begin with, there is the question of whether or
not Icelandic students should learn English at an early age; an age which would move
Icelandic society more towards having an active lingua franca. It is clear that students are
up for the challenge of adapting to a second language situation, but the input must be
comprehensible and meaningful in order for the learning to become successful. It is

sometimes seen as a remarkable talent to know more than one language and “an English
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person finds it remarkable that someone can use more than one language in their everyday
life” though others may not agree, for example “a person from the Cameroon may use four
or five languages during the course of a day, taken from the two official languages French
and English, the four /ingua francas, or the 285 native languages” (Cook, 1991, p. 113).
However, in all likelihood knowing more than one language is more common than knowing
only one since there are a lot more languages in the world than there are countries to fit
them into (Cook, 1991). It is therefore likely that the situation in Iceland is similar to
various lingua franca situations around the world, although ‘monocompetence’ is generally
perceived as the norm (Cook, 1991). Furthermore, specific care may also be needed when
teaching a second or a third language to Icelandic children on the one hand and immigrant
children on the other; instructors may need to realize the type of knowledge each group
brings to the table, and this would most likely require each learner to be approached on an
individual level, at least regarding the expected outcome as well as the methods used during
language instruction. Although there is not much data available on the actual situation in

Iceland, a comparison of several studies may create a sufficient view of the situation.

Although researchers who study bilingualism have revealed the positive aspects of
learning two languages, there are several factors which have been considered detrimental.
According to Jessner (2000, p. 23) the effects which have been regarded as negative as a
result of the contact of two or more languages are code-switching in bilinguals, in addition
to interference and transfer in second language learners. Code-switching is a complex
phenomenon which takes place in communication between bilinguals, for they “can make
simultaneous use of the resources of each of their languages while using the other, loan
words, or by developing mixed or switched codes which are governed by their own specific
rules” (Hamers and Blanc, 2000, p. 41). Jessner goes on to say that “the maintenance of
two or more language systems at similar proficiency levels can be seen as more than twice
as strenuous as the maintenance of a monolingual system because the multilingual brain is
constantly involved in processes of matching and differentiation of two or more language
systems” (2000, p. 241). Thus, the multilingual mind has to cope with a situation which is
more complex than the situation of a monolingual. Furthermore, code-switching in
bilinguals has often been misconceived of as interference but bilinguals control a
complicated language system and Hamers and Blanc (2000, p. 41) say that “the bilingual’s
total repertoire can be fully exploited by him only in situations in which he can call upon

the resources of his two languages and use strategies specific to language contact.”
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However, it is true that the result of bilinguals not maintaining both (or all languages) in
many cases causes language attrition, which means that the less used language or languages
become lost or integrated with the dominant language, which is in many cases the L2. It
may even occur in a multilingual speaker that the “general language effort (or lack of
motivation, or both, for instance)” becomes too little and as a result the speaker will return
to a monolingual system where the two or more systems will be merged into one and “this

will result in systems displacement” (Jessner, 2000, p. 242).

There various factors which motivate learners of foreign languages which can range
from societal influences to peer pressure and parental support. The last of these has been
shown to be very important to literacy development and general academic success. Vivian
Cook (2003) quotes research by Yelland ez al. (1993) where it is concluded that English
children who have received lessons in Italian for one hour a week, read English better than
their peers who did not receive Italian lessons. This suggests that English teaching in
limited form at a young age should have beneficial effects on L1 literacy development in
Icelandic children. However, these findings also indicate that there might be a difference
between the groups in question. The parents of the students who are learning Italian might
be more inclined towards encouraging their children’s education than the parents of the
group of children who do not learn Italian. Learning a foreign language on its own is not
likely to being the cause for successful literacy development, the social motivation
stemming from the parents are more likely to have a significant influence on the

development of children’s literacy.

Finding the perfect age for commencing second and foreign language learning is very
important because of the affects this may have on L1 development. Snow and Hoefnagel-
Hoéhle’s (1978) research showed that only the age group of 3-5 years of age showed attrition
in the first language or a preference for speaking the second language rather than the first,
with the exception of one seven-year-old girl. The most progress showed was in the age
group 6-15 years of age, where all of the subjects could be considered bilingual after one
year. The findings of their research reveal the complexity of the situation. Lenneberg
(1967) put forth and referred to as the Critical Period Hypothesis, and in addition, it
supports second language learning from the age of six. However, the second language
situation in Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle’s research, where the subjects were English

immigrants in Holland, is not comparable to the foreign language situation in Iceland;
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where the society is Icelandic with considerable amount of input available in the second

language.

There is also the question of the language system or the individual’s sense of grammar
becoming damaged or influenced in some way. Dulay and Burt (1974) found that Chinese
and Spanish speaking children learning English acquire eleven different morphemes in the
same order, which suggests that the L2 system is governed by the L2 system and not the L1.
Although the results of this research does not apply directly to literacy development, it
should be safe to conclude that students of English in Iceland will acquire their second
language in the same way as monolingual learners of English, although the situation is
different from that of immigrant students in an English speaking society. However, the
question which remains unanswered is the one on the effects the L2 learning will have on
L1 literacy development, as well as L1 development in general, since the students are living
in a predominantly Icelandic society. If the input available to students is limited to the
contents of a class held once a week, the quality of that input will be very important.
Motivation from parents and their general level of education play a crucial role in success in
literacy and second language learning and finding the perfect age for commencing learning
may not be as important. Developing an understanding of how second language learning
takes place and what governs it can serve as good method for understanding its function and

mechanical aspects.

The merging of two different systems of literacy needs further exploration and it is
important to view information available on the possible effects second language learning is
likely to have on literacy, especially in light of the fact that English teaching in Iceland will
possibly intersect early literacy development in the first language. Bialystok (2007, p. 45),
refers to research by Bialystok, Luk and Kwan (2005), when she states that there are two
very important points which have been discovered about the literacy development of
bilingual children. The first being that “some aspects of reading ability, notably
phonological awareness, are rooted in general cognitive mechanisms and transfer easily
across languages, whereas others, such as decoding, are more language dependent and
language-specific and need to be relearned with each new writing system.” The second part
of her argument is that “writing systems and the differences between them have a greater
impact on children’s acquisition of literacy than previously believed” (Bialystok, 2007, p.
45). It can therefore be concluded that the effect of the alphabet itself may cause minimal

problems, since Icelandic and English rely mostly on the same alphabet.

43



This becomes an added concern as the general literacy development of Icelandic
students does not seem to be on par with their European peers’ literacy skills (Ragnarsdottir,
2007) and English academic reading skills at university level seem insufficient and may be
the result of a general lack of literacy skills in any language (Arnbjornsdottir, 2007). The
effects of differences in phonology might on the other hand cause some difficulty, and
finally, the extent to which the differences between the two writing systems will affect the

learners in Iceland is an interesting point, awaiting further exploration.

Ludo Verhoeven (2005, p. 446), on the other hand, points out that when bilingual
children operate within two languages which make use of the same alphabet, the results can
be native-like literacy in both languages. But, when the alphabets are very different, the
results are not as good. Conclusively, Verhoeven claims that there is a connection between
literacy skills in one language and another, so that bilingual reading development can
actually result in a positive connection between the two languages which causes deeper
conceptual and linguistic proficiency. “In other words: although surface aspects of
linguistic proficiency, such as orthographic skills, fluency, etc. develop separately, an
underlying proficiency is presupposed which is common across languages. This common
underlying proficiency is said to facilitate the transfer of cognitive/academic skills such as
literacy-related skills across languages (Verhoeven, 2005, p. 446). These claims suggest
that there can be a positive outcome of learning to read in two languages at the same time,
although it must be kept in mind that this does not apply in every detail to the Icelandic
situation, since it does not include direct literacy teaching in both languages, but an oral
introduction to a second language during early literacy development in the first language in

a predominantly monolingual situation.

There are various factors which influence foreign language learning and it, in turn,
influences literacy development in various ways. There is information available which
suggests certain detrimental effects on L1 development, such as attrition, but these effects
can be eliminated by focusing teaching on providing ample samples of meaningful input.
Furthermore, there is increasing information and data which suggests that bilingual speakers
have more to gain than lose by dealing with two language systems at a time. Various
cognitive functions such as meta-cognitive knowledge have been proven to becoming
increased, leaving the language speaker enriched by having to deal with a more complex
language situation than that of the monolingual speaker. The situation in Iceland is,

additionally, supported by the fact that the two alphabetical systems in question are very
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similar and input is readily available, although it is in some instances limited to television
and the internet. An overview of the aforementioned research and data has revealed that L2

learning is more likely to have a positive influence on L1 language development, than not.

5.1 The Swedish EPAL Project

The countries of Scandinavia are most easily comparable for several different reasons and,
therefore, it is interesting to compare the current situation in Iceland to the research results
of the EPAL project in Sweden, which dealt with English teaching as a second language and
the possible effects this might have on the development and Swedish and general literacy

development.

The origins of the EPAL project in Sweden can be traced back to the 1940°s, when it
was officially decided that English should be taught at elementary schools. English was
chosen as the second language in Sweden as a direct result of the Second World War, which
had contributed immensely towards making English the language of international trade and
commerce. By the 1950s the Swedish educational authorities had decided to commence
English teaching at the age of nine and the EPAL project can be seen as a direct result of
that decision, where the beneficial and detrimental effects of commencing English teaching
even earlier were explored. The dissertation this summary is based on (Holmstrand, 1982),
served as a summary of these research results, the research itself reached over decades. As
regards the scope of the research, it “signified first and foremost that long as well as short
term effects would be studied, and that both effects on English and possible positive or
negative effects on other subjects must be surveyed” (Holmstrand, 1982, p. 16). The project
can thus be described as a longitudinal research which explored possible positive and
negative effects of commencing English language teaching as early as in the first grade, at

the age of six.

At the end of the study the researchers claimed to have been unable to find sufficient
evidence to support or refute the existence of critical period for language learning.
Additionally, they found that there was no significant difference regarding the attitudes
found towards English, the proficiency in it or the knowledge of it when it came to the two
control groups, one started English lessons at the age of six and the other at the age of nine.
These results suggest that there is, indeed, little difference between the final competence
between learners who begin English lessons at the age of nine or those who begin at the age

of six.
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The interesting aspects of the EPAL project are the claims they put forth as erroneous,
which they claim to do on the basis that they lack empirical support. “The theoretical
implications of this scrutiny are that two common beliefs associated with early
commencement of foreign language instruction should be rejected on the grounds of
erroneous theoretical premises and the absence of empirical support. This applies to the
beliefs that early introduction of foreign language tuition would have a disruptive influence
on the mother tongue, and that there is an early optimal age for foreign language learning.
In view of the fact that these two conceptions lack both theoretical and empirical support
they may be described as myths” (Holmstrand, 1982, p. 77). These conclusions are very

interesting, especially in light of the situation in Iceland.

When the results of the EPAL project are compared to the situation in Iceland, the
debate of whether to begin English lessons at the age of nine or six, are proven to begin a
futile dispute and only suggests that beginning English lessons in the first grade will not be
detrimental; at worst it could be viewed as time wasted since no direct gain can be proven.
Furthermore, these results emphasize the question of whether time spent on English
teaching at this level could be better spent on developing L1 literacy skills. The results also
imply that there are no negative effects to be found on the mother tongue and that there is
no optimal age for second language learning suggest that the situation and surrounding for
language learning is more of a deciding factor for success than the learners’ age. In other
words, it is important to ensure high quality input and a fertile environment to ensure
successful L2 learning, rather than to focus only on beginning teaching at an increasingly

early age.
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Conclusion

Acquiring a second language comes easy to some but proves much more difficult to others.
Lenneberg and other researchers have suggested that this may be explained, in part, by the
existence of a sensitive period, a period where learners are more sensitive to acquiring a
second language than in other periods of their lives. Usually the assumption has been made
that the younger the learner, the better. This assumption is far from being agreed upon by
all researchers in the field, and studies have suggested that there may indeed be some a sort
of critical period where acquisition is facilitated, but does not necessarily mean that it
occurs at a very early age for all aspects of foreign language learning. Even though children
who begin to learn their second language very young, or even two languages
simultaneously, the input available in both languages must remain sufficient for the
acquisition to be successful. Researchers have furthermore concluded that the best way to

ensure successful literacy development would be to acquire a solid foundation in the L1.

In this essay, considerable data and research have been reviewed in order to conclude
whether early English teaching in Iceland will have beneficial or detrimental effects on first
language literacy development. Several theories and aspects have been introduced to enable
a proper overview of the known, influential factors. The empirical data drawn from in this
essay have revealed that there is no specific age during childhood which is better or worse
than others regarding foreign or second language learning. There is no empirical data
available which supports the notion that the younger the learners, the better. Moreover,
there does not seem to be less, final success with the foreign language whether the learners
begin at the age of six, or at the age of eleven. The factors which hinder progress in foreign
language learning and literacy development seem to stem from the social surroundings and
the general interest parents have in learning; the motivation children receive from home.
That is, social factors are more important with regards to success than the age of the

individual when actual lessons begin.

The conclusion is thus that the first two years of school in Iceland, from the age of six to
eight, would yield more productivity if spent in first language literacy development.
Empirical data does not suggest that starting general second language lessons at the age of

six ensures further success than if the learner begins at the age of nine or ten. It is safe to

47



conclude that since this change will not lead to any considerable improvement in English
learning for the students, that this period would be better spent in nurturing and expanding
first language literacy. Further and deeper understanding of first language literacy might
even enhance the learners’ response to English lessons when they begin at the age of nine.
Further research should be aimed at the actual level of students when they enter grammar

schools, in order to design a curriculum which better meets the needs of the learners.

The change in the curriculum of grammar schools in Iceland seems to be viewed as
positive. Students’ positive attitude towards English may result in increased motivation, but
the motivation has not been the main concern here, the effects these changes in the
curriculum have on L1 literacy development is. It is cause for further uncertainties about
the situation that studies indicate that Icelandic students are worse off than their foreign
peers regarding L1 literacy. The importance of the social context and social interaction,
have furthermore been established in L2 research and this is lacking from the Icelandic
situation. The input available in Iceland has become a hybrid between a second language
and a foreign language, without the social interaction needed to achieve native
competencies. The nature of motivation learners receive at home will very likely reveal the

nature of success behind both first language literacy and second language learning.

Literacy has been described as the cornerstone of education. Without a solid foundation
in literacy there is little hope for any sort of academic success for the individual. The
cognitive abilities needed in order to acquire literacy are immensely complicated and
multifaceted, and the cultural background people come from has an enormous effect on
motivation and potential success with literacy development. Cultural and social factors can
have a big impact on the development of literacy skills and further research is needed on
literacy and literacy development in Iceland in order to better understand the overall
development and skills of Icelandic students. Defining the level of learners’ general level
of literacy is essential in order to decide whether a shift needs to be taken towards
enhancing literacy skills in Icelandic grammar schools. Both these areas would be very

interesting for further research.

Bilingualism as a term is rather difficult to define precisely but there is a general
concession that a bilingual forms two different systems and operates the two languages
separately. Studies have revealed that the L2 system is governed by the L2 system and not

with the same system as the L1. Bilinguality is the coexistence of two languages within one
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mind. The main dilemma with defining bilingualism is the debate on to what extent the
bilingual is able to wield the two languages. A popular definition is claiming that both
languages are used at native-like capacity, but this leaves us with the problem of defining
what native-like proficiency is. The bilingual speaker may often be better at one language
than the other and this is often due to L1 attrition which can occur when there is insufficient
maintenance of the first language. Due to the amount of input available in English to
Icelandic learners of English, it is difficult to define the language situation in Iceland and
the relationship which has evolved between Icelandic and English. There is little evidence
available which supports the claim that the situation in Iceland is bilingual, it resembles
more a lingua franca, and considering the cultural interaction Icelandic children partake in,
there is not much likelihood of the school system on its own being able to turn the Icelandic
situation to a bilingual one. Further understanding of the situation may lead to a specific
definition of the situation and further research is needed in order to do so. Understanding
the actual proficiency level of learners of English is needed in order to procure a better

understanding of the situation.

Literacy is the solid foundation which education and successful academic pursuits are
based on. Researchers of bilingualism agree that in order to achieve success with
bilingualism and bilingual reading, a solid foundation in first language literacy is needed.
For bilingualism to become successful, ample input is needed in both languages and lack of
maintenance of the first language can often result in first language attrition. It can therefore
be concluded that even though Icelandic students may benefit from beginning English
lessons at six, there is no evidence available to support the claim that the benefits would be
less of the instruction were to begin after the first stages of literacy development, say at
eight or nine years of age. Even though the critical period may suggest that children will
benefit from early language lessons and maybe reap the benefits of bilingualism, the
circumstances in Iceland do not ensure enough input in the form of social interaction.
According to the research which has been reviewed here, the optimum choice would be to
focus the first two years of school on developing literacy skills and commencing the English
lessons in the third of fourth year, since the benefits of such lessons are not likely to be
much affected if delayed, in fact, children seem to be even better equipped cognitively at

that age than at the beginning of their schooling.

49



Works Cited

Abrahamsson, Niclas and Hyltenstam, Kenneth. (2007). Speakers of Swedish as a second
language who have reached native proficiency: The effect of age at the onset of
acquisition and final speech ability. In Audur Hauksdoéttir and Birna Arnbjornsdottir
(Eds.), Madl malanna (pp. 49-73). Reykjavik: Haskolautgatan, stofnun Vigdisar

Finnbogadottur i erlendum tungumalum.

Arnbjornsdéttir, Birna. (2007). English in Iceland: Second Language, Foreign Language,
or Neither? In Birna Arnbjornsdéttir and Hafdis Ingvarsdottir (Eds.), Teaching and
Learning English in Iceland (pp. 51-78). Reykjavik: Haskolautgafan.

Baker, Colin. (2000). The Care and Education of Young Bilinguals: An introduction for

professionals. Clevedon: Cambrian Printers Ltd.

Barton, David. (1994). Literacy: An Introduction to the Ecology of Written Language.
Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.

Bialystok, Ellen (Ed.). (1991). Language Processing in Bilingual Children. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. Retrieved August 13, 2009, from ERIC database.
(ED335944)

Bialystok, Ellen; Luk, Gigi; Kwan, Ernest. (2005). Bilingualism, Biliteracy, and Learning
to Read: Interactions Among Languages and Writing Systems. Scientific Studies of
Reading, 9(1), 43-61. Retrieved November 11, 2009, from
http://www bilingualfamiliesconnect.com/Acquisition%200f%20Literacy%20Skills Bia
lystok.pdf

Bialystok, Ellen. (2007). Acquisition of Literacy in Bilingual Children: A Framework for
Research. Language Learning, 57(1), 45-77. Retrieved November 11, 2009, from
ProQuest 5000 database.

Birdsong, David. (1999) Second Language Acquisition and The Critical Period

Hypothesis. New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers.

Bloomfield, L. (1935) Language. London: Allen and Unwin.

50



Bryson, Bill. (1990) Mother Tongue: The English Language. London: Penguin Books.

Childhood Apraxia of Speech Association. Retrieved December 11, 2009, from
http://www.apraxia-kids.org/site/c.chKMIOPIISE/b.695215/k.D979/Glossary.htm

Cook, V. James. (1991) The poverty-of-the-stimulus argument and multicompetence.

Second Language Research. 7(2), 103-117.

Cook, V. James. (1996) Second Language Learning and Language Teaching, (Z"d edition).
Bristol: J. W. Arrowsmith Ltd.

Cook, V. James. (2003) Effects of the Second Language on the First. Clevedon:
Multilingual Matters Ltd.

Cossu, Giuseppe. (1999) The acquisition of Italian orthography. In Margaret Harris and
Giyoo Hatano (Editors), Learning to Read and Write: A Cross-Linguistic Perspective
(pp. 10-33). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Crow, John T. (1986). Receptive Vocabulary Acquisition for Reading Comprehension.
The Modern Language Journal, 70(3). Retrieved November 11, 2009, from doi: 0026-
7902/86/00003/242

Cummins, Jim & Davison, Chris (eds). (2007). International Handbook of English
Language Teaching: Part One. New York: Springer Science+Business Media LLC.

Dulay, Heidi C.; Burt, Marina K. (1974). Natural Sequences in Child Second Language
Acquisition. Language Learning. 24(1), 37-53.

Goswami, Usha. The relationship between phonological awareness and orthographic
representation in different orthographies. In Margaret Harris and Giyoo Hatano
(editors), Learning to Read and Write: A Cross-Linguistic Perspective (pp. 134-156).
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Grabe, William. (2009). Reading in a Second Language. NY: Cambridge University

Press.

Hamers, Josiane F. and Blanc, Michel H. A. (2000). Bilinguality and Bilingualism.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

51



Harris, Margaret; Hatano, Giyoo (editors). (1999). Learning to Read and Write: A Cross-

Linguistic Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hauksdottir, Audur. (2007). Straumar og stefnur i tungumalakennslu. In Audur
Hauksdottir and Birna Arnbjornsdottir (Eds.), Mdl malanna: Um nam og kennslu

erlendra tungumala (pp. 155-199). Reykjavik: Gutenberg.

Heath, Shirley Brice. (1986). Castell, Suzanne de; Luke, Allan and Egan, Kieran (eds.).
The functions and uses of literacy in Literacy, Society, and Schooling: A Reader (pp.
15-50). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Holmstrand, Lars S.E. (1982). English in the Elmentary School: Theoretical and
Empirical Aspects of the Early Teaching of English as a Foreign Language. Motala:
Borgstroms Tryckeri AB.

Hyltenstam, Kenneth; Obler, Loraine K. (1989). Bilingualism across the lifespan: an
introduction. In Hyltenstam, Kenneth; Obler, Loraine K. (Eds.), Bilingualism Across the
Lifespan: Aspects of Acquisition, Maturity, and Loss (pp. 1-12). Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.

Icelandic National Curriculum Guidelines for Grammar Schools. Ministry of Education.
(1999). Retrieved June 26, 2009, from http://bella.mrn.stjr.is/utgatur/AGalmenn
urhluti.pdf.

Icelandic National Curriculum Guidelines for Grammar Schools: Foreign Languages.
Ministry of Education. (2007). Retrieved June 30, 2009, from http://bella.mrn.
stjr.is/utgafur/adalnamskra grsk erlend mal.pdf.

Jarvis, Scott. (2003). Probing the Effects of the L2 on the L1: A Case Study. Effects of the
Second Language on the First. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd., 81-102.

Jessner, Ulrike. (2000). A Dynamic Approach to Language Attrition in Multilingual Systems.
Effects of the Second Language on the First. Multilingual Matters Ltd., 234-245.

Kristjansdéttir, Lovisa; Bjarnadottir, Laufey; Lefever, Samuel. (2006). Uttekt ¢
enskukennslu | grunnskolum veturinn 2005-2006. Menntamalaraduneytid. Retrieved

September 13, 2009, from http://bella.mrn.stjr.is/utgafur/enskukennsla.pdf.

52



Lenneberg, Eric H. (1967) Biological Foundations of Language. New York: John Wiley

& Sons, Inc.

Liow, Susan Rickard. (1999). Reading skill development in bilingual Singaporean children. In
Margaret Harris and Giyoo Hatano (Editors), Learning to Read and Write: A Cross-
Linguistic Perspective (pp. 196-213). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Literacy Development. (2009). Retrieved December 17, 2009, from Massachusetts
Department of Early Education and Care, official website: http://www.eec

.state.ma.us/docs/TAChildLiteracy.pdf

Lundberg, Ingvar. (1999) Learning to read in Scandinavia. In Margaret Harris and Giyoo
Hatano (editors), Learning to Read and Write: A Cross-Linguistic Perspective (pp. 157-
172). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Maltseva, Elena. (2009). English Proficiency of Icelandic and Immigrant Children.
M.Paed Thesis.

Meisel, Jiirgen M. (1989). Early differentiation of languages in bilingual children. In
Hyltenstam, Kenneth; Obler, Loraine K. (Eds.), Bilingualism Across the Lifespan:
Aspects of Acquisition, Maturity, and Loss, (pp. 13-40). Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

O’Grady, William; Dobrovolsky, Michael; Katamba, Francis. (1997). Contemporary

Linguistics: An Introduction. Essex: Pearson Education Limited.

Phillipson, Robert. (2008). Language Policy and Education in the European Union. In
Language Policy and Political Issues in Education, volume 1 of Encyclopedia of
Language and Education, 2" edition, ed. Stephen May and Nancy H. Hornberger. New
York: Springer, 255-265.

Peregoy, Suzanne F.; Boyle, Owen F. (2001) Reading, Writing, & Learning in ESL. San

Francisco: Addison Wesley Longman Inc.

Ragnarsdottir, Hrafnhildur. (2007). Proun textagerdar fra midbernsku til fullordinsara: Lengd og
tengingar setninga i fraségnum og alitsgeroum. Uppeldi og menntun, 16 (2), 139-159.

Riley, Jeni. (2006) Language and Literacy 3-7. London: Sage Publications Ltd.

53



Sears, Coreen. (1998). Second Language Students in Mainstream Classrooms. Clevedon:

Multilingual Matters Ltd.

Seliger, Herbert. (1989). Deterioration and creativity in childhood bilingualism. In
Hyltenstam, Kenneth; Obler, Loraine K. (Eds.), Bilingualism Across the Lifespan:
Aspects of Acquisition, Maturity, and Loss, (pp. 173-184). Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

Snow, Catherine. (2006). Cross-Cutting Themes and Future Research Directions. In
August, Diane and Shanahan, Timothy (Eds.), Developing Literacy in Second-Language
Learner: Report of the National Literacy Panel on language-minority children and

youth (pp. 631-652). New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc., Publishers.

Snow, Catherine E.; Hoefnagel-Hohle, Marian. (1978). The Critical Period for Language
Acquisition: Evidence from Second Language Learning. Child Development, 49, 1114-
1128.

Valgeirsdottir, Sigridur b. (1993). Literacy Levels of Icelandic Children. Reykjavik:

Menntamalaraduneytid, Rannsoknastofnun uppeldis- og menntamala.

Verhoeven, Ludo. (2005) Literacy Development Across Language Boundaries. In Perspectives
on Language and Language Development (pp. 437-452). Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic
Publishers. Retrieved May 15, 2009, from doi: 10.1007/1-4020-7911-7 31

54



Works Consulted:

Akita, Kiyomi and Hatano, Giyoo. (1999). Learning to read and write in Japanese. In
Margaret Harris and Giyoo Hatano (Editors), Learning to Read and Write: A Cross-
Linguistic Perspective (pp. 214-234). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Charles, Mirjaliisa; Kankaanranta, Anne; Louhiala-Salminen, Leena. (2005). English as a
lingua franca in Nordic corporate mergers: Two case companies. English for Specific
Purposes, 24(4), 401-421. Retrieved September 13, 2009, from Doi:
10.1016/j.esp.2005.02.003

Charteris-Black, Jonathan. (2002). Second Language Figurative Proficiency: A
Comparative Study of Malay and English. Applied Linguistics, 23(1): 104-133.
Retrieved September 13, 2009, from doi: 10.1093/applin/23.1.104

Cummins, Jim. (1983). Language Proficiency, Biliteracy and French Immersion.
Canadian Journal of Education/ Revue canadienne de [’éducatio, Vol. 8, no. 2., pp.
117-138. Retrieved December 15, 2009, from http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0380-
2361%281983%298%3A2%3C117%3ALPBAFI%3E2.0.CO%3B2-E.

Einarsdottir, Johanna; Wagner, Judith T. (eds.). (2006). Nordic Childhoods and Early

Education. Greenwich: Information Age Publishing.

Goody, J.R., (editor). (1968) Literacy in Traditional Societies. London: Cambridge

University Press.

Hanley, J. Richard; Tzeng, Ovid and Huang, H.-S. (1999). Learning to read Chinese. In
Margaret Harris and Giyoo Hatano (Editors), Learning to Read and Write: A Cross-
Linguistic Perspective (pp. 173-195). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Harris, Margaret and Giannouli, Vicky. (1999). Learning to read and spell in Greek: the
importance of letter knowledge and morphological awareness. In Margaret Harris and
Giyoo Hatano (Editors), Learning to Read and Write: A Cross-Linguistic Perspective
(pp- 51-70). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

55



Haggblom, Charlotta. (2006). Young EFL-pupils Reading Multicultural Children’s
Fiction: An ethnographic case study in a Swedish language primary school in Finland.

Abo: Abo Akademi University Press.

Heath, Shirley Brice; Mangiola, Linda. (1991). Children of Promise: Literate Activity in
linguistically and culturally diverse classrooms. Washington DC: National Education

Association.

Hyltenstam, Kenneth; Obler, Loraine K. (1989). Bilingualism Across the Lifespan:
Aspects of Acquisition, Maturity, and Loss. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kosonen, Kimmo. (2008) Literacy in Local Languages in Thailand: Language
Maintenance in a Globalised World. International Journal of Bilingual Education and

Bilingualism, 11(2), 170-188.

Larsen-Freeman, Diane and Long, Michael H. (1991). An Introduction to Second

Language Acquisition Research. New York: Longman, Inc.

Li, Guofang. (2006). Biliteracy and trilingual practices in the home context: Case studies
of Chinese-Canadian children. Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, 6(3), 355-381.
Retrieved September 13, 2009, from Doi: 10.1177/1468798406069797

Lust, Barbara. (2006). Child Language: Acquisition and Growth. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

National Research Council. (2005). Measuring literacy: Performance levels for adults.
Committee on Performance Levels for Adult Literacy, R.M. Hauser, C.F. Edley, Jr., J.A
Koenig, and S.W. Elliott, editors. Board on Testing and Assessment, Center for
Education. Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education. Washington,

D.C.: The National Academies Press.

Olson, David R.; Torrance, Nancy, (editors). (1991) Literacy and Orality. New York:

Cambridge University Press.

Pienemann, Manfred. (1999). Language Processing and Second Language Development:

Studies in Bilingualism 15. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Co.

Phillipson, Robert. (2007). English, No Longer a Foreign Language in Europe? In
Cummins, J. and Davison, C Eds., International Handbook of English Language

56



Teaching: Part One (pp. 123-136). Retrieved December 13, 2009, from http://www
.springerlink.com/content/m4420jgk2n5n03t5/.

Ragnarsdottir, Hanna. (2007). Collisions and Continuities: Ten Immigrant Families and

Their Children in Icelandic Society and Schools. Oslo: AiTe-dit.

Ragnarsdottir, Hrafnhildur. (2002). Verbal structure and content in written discourse:
Expository and narrative texts. Written Language & Literacy, 5(1), 95-125.

Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company.

Rego, Lucia Lins Browne. (1999). Phonological awareness, syntactic awareness and
learning to read and spell in Brazilian Portuguese. In Margaret Harris and Giyoo Hatano
(Editors), Learning to Read and Write: A Cross-Linguistic Perspective (pp. 71-88).
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Share, David and Levin, Iris. (1999). Learning to read and write in Hebrew. In Margaret
Harris and Giyoo Hatano (Editors), Learning to Read and Write: A Cross-Linguistic

Perspective (pp. 89-111). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Sharp, Derrick. (1973). Language in Bilingual Communities: Explorations in Language
Study. London: Edward Arnold (Publishers) Ltd.

Skutnabb-Kangas, Tove. (1981). Bilingualism or Not: The Education of Minorities.
Avon, Multilingual Matters.

Thomason, Sarah G. (2001). Language Contact: An Introduction. Edinburgh: Edinburgh

University Press.

Wimmer, Heinz; Landerl, Karin and Frith, Uta. (1999). Learning to read German: normal
and impaired acquisition. In Margaret Harris and Giyoo Hatano (Editors), Learning to
Read and Write: A Cross-Linguistic Perspective (pp. 34-50). Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

57



Appendix A

Directions for English teaching in 1.-3. grade
Vidauki
Nam i ensku i 1.-3. bekk sem valkostur

Samkvamt almennum hluta adalndmskrar grunnskdla er gert rad fyrir ad nam i ensku hefjist
i 4. bekk. Skoélar hafa svigram til ad skipta lagmarkstimum & hverju namssvidi 4 milli ara

innan hvers timabils, p.e. 1 1.-4. bekk, 5.-7. bekk og 8.-10. bekk.

Eftirfarandi leidbeiningar eru settar fram um adfararnam kjosi skoli ad hefja enskukennslu

fyrr en 1 4. bekk.

Lita m4 4 ndm i 1.-3. bekk sem inngang ad tungumalanami. Markmidid er ad byggja upp
ahuga og jakvett vidhorf til tungumalsins og skapa adstedur sem 6rva nemendur til ad nota
malid 4 einfaldan hatt. b4 er mikilvagt ad peir séu 6ruggir og viti ad pad er edlilegt ad gera
villur.

Uthald og einbeiting ungra barna er takmdrkud og pess vegan er askilegt ad kennslan standi

yfir i stuttan tima i senn. A moti kemur ad ekki ma 1ida langur timi 4 milli kennslustunda.

Hlustun: Mikilvagt er fyrir unga nemendur ad hlusta eftir hvernig enskt mal hljomar.
Skilningurinn kemur med endurtekningum og kennarinn getur einnig notad myndefni og
latbragd. Nemendur eiga snemma ad geta farid ad fylgja einféldum fyrirmaelum kennarans.
Talad mal: Smam saman parf ad hvetja nemendur til ad spreyta sig 4 ad segja eitthvad &
ensku. Pad er heegt ad byrja 4 pvi ad lata nemendur syngja og pylja saman barnagaelur. bao
er g60 leid til ad @fa framburd, dherslur og itonun. Sidan koma alls konar tungumalaleikir,
hreyfileikir og skapandi vinna til sogunnar. ZAskilegt er ad mal og athdfn fari saman eftir
pvi sem vid verdur komid.

Lestur og ritun: [ upphafi er vid hafi ad kenna nemendum ad nota algeng samskiptaord.
Born 4 pessum aldri hafa gaman af ordum og pad er haegt ad lata pau leika sér med oro,
tengja ord vid myndir og 1 tengslum vid pad taka fyrir stafr6fid. Pad ma jafnvel lata
nemendur utbua einfaldar myndaordabaekur. Pad a vel vid ad tengja enskunamid vid pad

sem nemendur eru ad fast vid 1 60rum pattum namsins.
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Appendix B

Informal interview with Kristin Sigurdardéttir, headmaster of Floaskoéli; grammar school for
the first to seventh grades in the south-western part of Iceland. The topic was English
teaching in the first, second or third grades. Author‘s personal contact.

Kristin says that the decision has been taken to begin English teaching in Floaskoli as soon
as possible and the school has hired a specific English teacher for the job. It differs whether
English teaching in Floaskoli begins in the second or the third grade, due to the fact that the
first two grades are usually taught in the same classroom and attend the same English
lessons. English teaching therefore begins either in the second or the third grade and these
students get one English lesson a week and Kristin states that the school is more than
fulfilling the compulsary amount of English teaching for the younger levels of students, the
1.-4. grades.

The headmaster is proud of being able to provide English teaching for her students at such a
young level and states that the students are very happy about the arrangement as well.
Students are usually enthusiastic about learning English and that the classess evolve around
enhancing that enthusiasm, in a light and fun manner.

The English lessons in the second and third grade are informal and are aimed at allowing
the students to have fun with the language, singing songs and playing games which are
connected to the language. The headmaster states that the aim is for the students to

experience the English language in a playful manner.
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