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Examining cognitive, motivational and environmental factors
that relate to reading performance for children with English as a
first or additional language.
Dejla Hoxha and Emma Sumner

Department of Psychology and Human Development, UCL Institute of Education, University College London,
London, UK

ABSTRACT
Conflicting findings exist in the literature regarding the reading skills of
children learning English as an additional language (EAL). Moreover,
little research has considered how related literacy skills, motivation, and
environmental factors may differ between EAL children and
monolinguals, and how these factors may contribute to reading
outcomes. The present study compared 36 children with EAL and 31
monolingual children (mean age 9 years) on measures of reading,
literacy-related abilities (phonology, vocabulary), motivation and
environmental factors. No group differences were found in word
reading and fluency, phonological awareness, expressive vocabulary,
reading motivation, time spent reading with a parent and
independently, and parental attitudes to reading. However, maternal
education was lower in the EAL group and these children had more
children’s books at home than their monolingual peers. The findings
confirm the importance of phonological awareness and expressive
vocabulary for reading performance in both groups, as well as
suggesting that maternal education may indirectly relate to EAL
children’s reading abilities through their attitudes towards reading. In
contrast, maternal education related to the books in the home for
monolingual children. Implications and suggestions for future research
are discussed.
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Introduction

In recent years, increased migration has led to more families raising children exposed to two or more
languages: the parents’ heritage language and the dominant language of the country they reside in
(Office for National Statistics 2016). Statistics reported by the Department for Education (DfE) in 2019
in the United Kingdom (UK) demonstrate that approximately 1 in 5 primary school children in the UK
have English as an additional language (EAL). EAL is a broad term used to describe children who are
receiving education in English (the country’s majority language), which counts as a different
language from their home one (Murphy, Kyriacou and Menon 2013). A bilingual advantage, when
compared to monolingual individuals, has been demonstrated by researchers that have studied
executive (cognitive) skills in children and adults (Bialystok 2009; Calvo and Bialystok 2014).
Researchers have also started to consider whether this advantage holds true for specific academic
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outcomes (e.g. reading). Given the complexities of learning an opaque orthography such as English,
it is conceivable that EAL children may present with literacy difficulties in comparison to their peers.
The existing research to date shows a mixed picture.

Strand, Malmberg and Hall (2015) found an association between the use of English as an
additional language and lower performance in reading, writing and math in England at age
5. Notably, the largest difference in achievement between monolinguals and EAL children at the
end of primary school (10-11-year olds) was in reading. However, this gap in achievement was
reported to reduce steadily over time and almost disappeared by age 16. Government statistics
further identify lower reading attainment for EAL children in relation to their monolingual peers
at the end of primary school (DfE 2018). In contrast, research in the United States (US) reported
no differences between word identification for monolinguals and EAL children in fourth grade (9-
10-year olds) (Lesaux, Rupp, and Siegel 2007). Moreover, Bowyer-Crane et al. (2017) found that
EAL children (4 and 6 years olds) from UK primary schools in fact demonstrated better word
reading skills than their monolingual peers and no differences were observed between the two
groups for reading comprehension. Comparisons across samples are restricted given the differing
ages and contexts, yet further exploration of skills and factors that contribute to reading abilities
of EAL children is clearly warranted.

Gough and Tunmer (1986) proposed the Simple View of Reading (SVR), which identifies reading
as a product of decoding and linguistic comprehension. A large body of research identifies letter
knowledge and phonological awareness as critical for reading development (Adams 1990; Durguno-
glu and Oney 1999; Hatcher, Hulme and Ellis 1994; Muter et al. 1997; National Reading Panel [NRP]
2000) and a reliable predictor of decoding and fluency in a child’s first language (Elhassan, Crewther
and Bavin 2017; Geva, Yaghoub-Zadeh and Schuster 2000; Gottardo 2002; Muter and Diethelm
2001). Reading fluency – the ability to recognise words quickly and accurately – is also strongly cor-
related with word reading and reading comprehension (Adams 1990; Baker et al. 2008; Cutting and
Scarborough 2006; Fuchs et al. 2001; Wanzek et al. 2010). Moreover, oral language skills, specifically
vocabulary, support the development of reading skills: moderate correlations have been reported
between expressive vocabulary and decoding (Sénéchal, Oullette and Rodney 2006) and vocabulary
advancing reading comprehension (Ricketts, Nation and Bishop 2007).

Comparisons between monolinguals and EAL children in these underpinning skills for reading
have been considered and yield mixed findings. Indeed, similarities have been found between
monolinguals and EAL beginning readers’ performance on tasks assessing phonological awareness
(Canadian samples: Chiappe and Siegel 2006; Geva and Zadeh 2006). However, other studies have
demonstrated that children using more than one language have a phonological processing advan-
tage compared to their monolingual peers (Kang 2012; Marinova-Todd, Zhao and Bernhardt 2010;
McBride-Chang and Kail 2002); while a review by Melby-Lervag and Lervag (2014) identified that
such an advantage is not always reported and when it is, it may in fact relate more so to the simi-
larities between the two languages being learned. Conflicting findings are also observed in
studies investigating vocabulary. Hutchinson et al. (2003) examined UK school-aged EAL and mono-
lingual children on cognitive-linguistic variables and found that EAL children scored lower in expres-
sive and receptive vocabulary and reading comprehension in comparison to their monolingual
peers. The difference between the two groups was of approximately two years developmental
lag. Bowyer-Crane et al. (2017) also report that monolinguals in their study outperformed EAL chil-
dren on expressive vocabulary tasks, but no groups differences were observed in reading compre-
hension. A number of studies suggest that the reading skills of EAL children are compromised by
their weaker oral language skills (see Lesaux et al. 2008). However, Babayigit (2015) found no differ-
ence in the association between oral language (including receptive vocabulary) and reading compre-
hension for monolinguals and EAL children.

To date, the focus in the literature has remained mostly on interrelationships between reading
and related skills when comparing monolinguals and EAL children and it is apparent that the
nature and extent of the differences in such skills varies across studies. Where there are differences,
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a number of factors may to some extent explain the conflicting findings. As an extension of the SVR,
Aaron et al. (2008) proposed the Component Model of Reading (CMR). According to the CMR,
reading can be influenced through three domains: cognitive (e.g. word recognition, cognition),
psychological (e.g. motivation, expectations) and ecological (e.g. home environment, parental invol-
vement). The psychological and ecological domains have been studied widely in monolingual
readers. Unsurprisingly, studies have found that children who are motivated (psychological
domain) or interested in reading are more likely to have higher levels of reading achievement
(Lepola et al. 2005; Park 2011; Wigfield et al. 1996; Wigfield et al. 1997); and it is intrinsic reading
motivation (i.e. interest in a topic) that is seen to have a positive effect on reading competence com-
pared to the small or negative influence of extrinsic motivation (i.e. outcomes of reading such as
receiving good grades) (see Schiefele et al. 2012 for a review). In line with the ecological domain,
the existence of a strong relationship between reading achievement and socio-economic status
(SES) has been consistently reported (e.g. Sirin 2005 for a review). Parental education is considered
as a proxy for SES and has been associated with children’s reading abilities (Arnold et al. 2008; Mag-
nuson 2007; van Bergen et al. 2017). Moreover, how often a parent reads with their child (Saracho
2017; Senechal and LeFevre 2002), the availability of books in the home (Chiu, McBride-Chang
and Lin 2012; Park 2008), and parents’ attitudes towards reading directly and indirectly affect chil-
dren’s reading outcomes (Baker 2003; Phillips and Lonigan 2009; Sénéchal and Young 2008).
Further, an environment rich in books encourages children’s reading motivation (Morrow 1983)
and the number of books at home has been shown to significantly predict children’s intrinsic
reading motivation (Zhou and Salili 2008).

Although there are abundant references in the literature to how motivation and family variables
influence reading performance, such associations have, to the best of our knowledge, barely been
investigated in the context of comparing EAL and monolingual children. Interestingly, a small-
scale (N = 6) interview study revealed that, for EAL children, perceived language competence has
been shown to relate to their motivation to read, with more confident English speakers reading
more often (Protacio 2012). Further research is required to consider the interactions between the
cognitive, psychological and ecological domains of reading for EAL children.

Reading motivation is understood as the relatively enduring readiness of a person to initiate
reading activities (Schiefele et al. 2012; Wigfield and Guthrie 1997).

The present study

Mixed findings exist for the reading skills of EAL children and the majority of research has con-
sidered only the cognitive skills and how they relate to reading performance. Based on the
multi-layered factors highlighted in the CMR, the aims of the present study were two-fold: (1) to
provide a comprehensive analysis of how the reading abilities of upper primary-aged EAL children
relate to underpinning cognitive skills, motivation and environmental factors, and (2) to determine
whether this differs to patterns observed in their monolingual peers. The reading outcomes vari-
ables used in the present study were word reading and fluency, an approach also taken by van
Bergen et al. (2017) and with the same reasoning that proficient decoding skills are needed for
comprehension and a difficulty with decoding is primarily how a reading difficulty (dyslexia) is typi-
cally identified. This exploratory study sought to determine if a random sample of EAL children
were considered to present with reading difficulties in comparison to their monolingual peers.
An assessment of cognitive/literacy-related skills included measuring phonological awareness
and expressive vocabulary to add to the existing literature. Further, given that recent findings high-
light how English language proficiency at school entry has been shown to be predictive of later
academic and psychosocial outcomes for EAL children (Whiteside, Gooch, and Norbury 2017),
the measure of expressive vocabulary was deemed necessary to determine whether it may act
as a risk or protective factor for the present sample. Intrinsic motivation aligned with the psycho-
logical domain of the CMR and was assessed through a modified version of the Motivations for
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Reading Questionnaire (Wigfield and Guthrie 1997; detailed in Methods section below), while par-
ental factors (education/SES and parents/carers attitudes to reading) and the home literacy
environment were also assessed through questionnaires.

Methods

Participants

Seventy-four children (aged 7-10) were initially recruited from mainstream primary schools in
London, UK to form the two groups: children that only spoke English (monolinguals) and those
that had EAL. Parents/carers identified their child’s language status and ethnicity in an initial screen-
ing questionnaire, as well as listing both parents’ (where possible) level of education. A composite
score of parental education was calculated by adding the individual scores of each parent’s levels
of education and diving them by two. In cases where one parents’ data was missing, the single
value was used on its own. Parental education is often used as a proxy for SES (van Bergen et al.
2017) and, therefore, this was followed in the present study.

Exclusion criteria were applied on the basis of nonverbal cognitive abilities, using a matrices
subtest, and length of time exposed to the English language. Children who performed poorly (M
< 35) on the Matrices task of the British Abilities Scales–III (BAS-III, Elliot and Smith 2013) and children
who had been recently exposed to English (e.g. one year) were excluded from the sample, resulting
in the final sample comprising 67 children (35 boys and 32 girls). Thirty-one children (51.6% boys;
mean age, 9.1 years, SD = .72) spoke only English in their home environment, therefore were
classified as monolingual, while thirty-six children (52.7% boys; mean age, 9.3 years, SD = .94)
spoke a language different from English at home and were classified as EAL. Table 1 reports
group characteristics. Monolingual children were mostly of White/White British (38.7%) and Black/
African/Caribbean/Black British (29%) background, while parents of EAL children mostly reported
an Asian/Asian British ethnic background (61.1%). Most EAL children spoke Bengali at home
(41.7%), followed by Arabic (22.2%) as the second most spoken language.

Measures

Nonverbal cognitive ability. All children completed the Matrices Reasoning task from the British
Ability Scales, 3rd edition (BAS-III; Elliot and Smith 2013). This was used as a proxy for IQ. Here, chil-
dren were presented with a set of pictures and asked to identify the missing figure (out of six
options) that would complete the pattern. Raw scores were converted to t-scores (M = 50; SD =
10). Inclusion in this study required a t-score of 35 (1.5 SD) and above, demonstrating age-appropri-
ate skills.

Table 1. Participants’ background information.

EAL (n = 36) Monolingual (n = 31)

Gender (m; f) 19; 17 16; 15
Ethnicity
White/White British 5 (13.9%) 12 (38.7%)
Black/African/Caribbean/Black British 6 (16.7%) 9 (29%)
Asian/ Asian British 22 (61.1%) 7 (22.6%)
Mixed/Multiple Ethnic Group 3 (8.3%) 3 (9.68%)
Home Language
English - 31 (100%)
Bengali 15 (41.7%) -
Arabic 8 (22.2%) -
Somali 2 (5.6%) -
Chinese 2 (5.6%) -
Albanian 2 (5.6%) -
Other 7 (19.4%) -
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Verbal ability. The word definition task is an expressive vocabulary task from the BAS-III (Elliott and
Smith 2013) that requires children to provide verbal definitions for words that get increasingly
difficult. Raw scores were converted to t-scores (M = 50, SD = 10).

Phonological Awareness. The Elision and Blending Words subtests from the Comprehensive Test
of Phonological Processing, 2nd edition (CTOPP-2; Wagner et al. 2013) were administered to assess
phonological awareness. In the Elision subtest, children were asked to omit one or more sounds in
a word presented orally by the examiner, whereas in the Blending Words subtest children were
required to blend separate sounds into a full word. Raw scores were converted to standard
scores (M = 100, SD = 15) and for analyses purposes were combined together to form a composite
score.

Word reading. The BAS-III (Elliott and Smith 2013) reading task required children to read single
words aloud, which increased in difficulty. The administration of the task was discontinued when
the child read eight consecutive words incorrectly in a block of ten words. Raw scores were calcu-
lated based on the number of words read correctly and were then converted into standard scores
(M = 100, SD = 15).

Reading Fluency. The Test of Word Reading Efficiency (TOWRE-2; Wagner, Torgesen and Rashotte
2011) was used to examine reading fluency. This standardised assessment comprises two timed
tasks: one asking the children to read a set of real words aloud as fast as they can in a given time-
frame, and the second asking the children to read a series of non-words aloud again in a set time-
frame. The words increase in difficulty as the child reads through the list. The scores for the two tasks
were combined to form a ‘Total Word Reading Efficiency’ composite score (M = 100; SD = 15).

Reading motivation. Children’s motivation for reading was measured by using an adapted
(shorter) form of the Motivations for Reading Questionnaire (Wigfield and Guthrie 1997) retrieved
from Logan, Medford and Hughes (2011). The adapted version of the questionnaire was considered
to be more suitable for the target age group and only measured constructs of intrinsic motivation.
The questionnaire included 2 practice statements, with the aim of familiarising the children with the
nature of the rating scale, and 15 statements related to reading. The children’s level of identification
with these statements was measured using a 4-point Likert scale (1 = ‘very different from me’, 2 = ‘a
little different from me’, 3 = ‘a little like me’, 4 = ‘a lot like me’). Examples of the statements included
in the questionnaire are: If a book is interesting, I don’t care how difficult it is to read, I like having an
easy book to read rather than a difficult one. etc., Eight items were negatively worded (reverse scoring
was applied for these items) and the other 7 positively worded. A composite score was calculated
by adding all of the item scores together where the highest possible score was 60 and the lowest
one 15.

Home Literacy Environment (HLE). A short 3-item questionnaire was used to collect data from
parents/carers on their home literacy practices. The questionnaire was adapted from Estabrook
(2013). Questions included: How many children’s books do you approximately have in your home?,
How often does your child read independently?, How often do you read with your child? (shared
reading).

Parents’ reading attitude. The Index of Parents’ Attitudes Toward Reading (taken from Mullis et al.
2006) was completed by parents/carers. This short questionnaire contained 5 statements and
respondents used a 4-point Likert scale (1 = ‘Disagree a lot’ to 4 = ‘Agree a lot’). Statements included:
I read only if I have to.; I like to spend my spare time reading. etc. Three items were positively worded
and two items were negatively worded (reverse scoring applied accordingly). A composite score was
obtained by adding all the item scores together where the highest possible score was 20.

Procedure

Ethical approval was obtained from the Institute of Education, University College London, research
ethics committee. Parents/carers and children were fully informed of the study aims; parents/carers
gave written consent, while children gave verbal assent. Testing took place in a quiet room within
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the child’s school. Standardised tasks were administered according to the procedures identified in
the test manuals. Assistance was provided for the questionnaire responses if required.

Data analysis

Data were analysed using SPSS. Tests of normality were conducted and subsequently informed the
selection of statistical tests. One way analysis of variance (ANOVA) were conducted to compare the
EAL and monolingual groups on the background measures, psychological (motivation) and ecologi-
cal variables (home literacy); while a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to
explore group differences on the reading and related literacy measures given the related nature of
these tasks. Correlational analyses were conducted, splitting the two groups, to determine how the
literacy, motivation and environmental measures related to reading performance. Finally, based on
significant correlations, a regression analysis was used to determine whether environmental factors
accounted for additional variance in reading performance after accounting for the literacy variables
(phonological awareness and vocabulary) which are already known in the literature to predict word
reading.

Results

Table 2 presents the background measures for the two groups of children. A series of one-way
ANOVAs revealed that the two groups were comparable by age, F(1, 65) = .56, p = .45, cognitive
ability, F(1, 65) = .06, p = .82, and paternal education, F(1, 65) = 1.79, p = .19. However, significant
group differences were found on the measures of maternal education, F(1, 65) = 10.05, p = .003,
and the combined parental education score (SES), F(1, 50) = 4.97, p = .03. Mothers of monolingual
children reported higher levels of education than mothers of EAL children. A similar trend is
noticed for the composite parental measure of education (SES).

Group comparisons on reading and related skills, motivation and environmental factors. A MANOVA
was conducted on the reading and related literacy measures shown in the top half of Table 3, reveal-
ing no statistically significant group difference in decoding, fluency, phonological awareness and
vocabulary, F(4, 62) = 1.66, p = .17, Wilks’ Λ = 0.903, η2p = .09. A cut-off score of 1 standard deviation
was explored on the word decoding task (<85) to determine how many children in both groups
would be considered below age-expectations. In this sample, 5 monolinguals scored below 85
while only 3 EAL children did.

A one-way ANOVA also revealed no differences between the groups for reported reading motiv-
ation, F(1, 65) = 2.51 p = .12, η2p = .04. A series of one-way ANOVAs were conducted on the remaining
environmental measures in Table 3. A group difference was observed for the number of children’s
books in the home, F(1, 65) = 4.34, p = .04, demonstrating that the EAL group had significantly
more children’s books than their monolingual peers. Specifically, overall, parents reported EAL chil-
dren as having more than 25–50 children’s books at home, whereas monolingual children were

Table 2. Descriptive statistics (M and SD) for the background measures.

EAL (n = 36) Monolingual (n = 31)

Age in years 9.29 (.94) 9.14 (.72)
Non-verbal ability (BAS-3, Matrices)1 46.92 (10.81) 46.35 (8.46)
Maternal education2 2.68 (1.72) 4.15 (1.49)
Paternal education2 * 3.53 (1.61) 4.21 (1.69)
Parental education2 (composite score, SES) * 3.20 (1.47) 4.15 (1.58)

Notes
1BAS-3, T-score M = 50, SD = 10.
2Coded: 1-some high school; 2-high school qualifications (GCSEs); 3-some college; 4-college degree; 5-graduate degree; 6-post-
graduate degree.

*p < .05.
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reported to have approximately 25–50 children’s books at home. No differences were found across
the two groups on the measures of time spent joint reading, F(1, 65) = .36, p = .55, independent
reading, F(1, 65) = .34, p = .56, and parents’ reading attitudes, F(1, 61) = 2.23, p = .14.

Relationship between reading abilities, cognitive, motivation and environmental factors

Correlational analyses (split by group) were conducted on the reading, cognitive, motivation and
environmental measures (maternal and paternal education were included here with the environ-
mental measures): see Table 4. Correlations with reading ability are discussed.

For both the EAL and monolingual groups, both reading measures (decoding, fluency) were posi-
tively correlated with the related literacy measures (phonological awareness and expressive vocabu-
lary), all at p < .001. Motivation was not found to correlate with the reading measures for either
group. However, for both groups, motivation was positively correlated with the number of books
in the home (EAL: r = .39, p = .01; monolingual: r = .44, p = .01), indicating that children with more
children’s books at home were more motivated readers.

Considering the home environment variables, parental education did not correlate with monolin-
gual children’s reading abilities, yet maternal education was found to positively relate to EAL chil-
dren’s decoding and fluency performance (r = .57; r = .47, respectively). Paternal education did not,
however, correlate with reading abilities in the EAL group. Further exploring parents’ education, it
are noted that maternal education was strongly related to parents’ reading attitudes (rs= .61) in
the EAL group, but not in the monolingual group. In contrast, maternal education was highly

Table 3. Descriptive statistics (M and SD) on reading/literacy-related abilities, motivation and environmental factors for EAL and
monolingual children.

EAL (n = 36) Monolingual (n = 31)

Decoding (BAS-3) 116.94 (20.21) 112.13 (23.65)
Fluency (TOWRE-2 composite) 112.03 (14.62) 106.90 (16.06)
Phonological awareness (CTOPP-2) 116.58 (10.23) 112.87 (12.98)
Expressive vocabulary (BAS-3) 48.39 (8.52) 50.00 (9.47)
Motivation 50.44 (5.53) 48.32 (5.39)
No. of children’s books at home1 * 2.47 (1.23) 3.13 (1.38)
Joint reading2 2.67 (.86) 2.81 (1.05)
Independent reading2 3.56 (.73) 3.65 (.49)
Parents’ reading attitudes 14.97 (2.31) 16.00 (3.14)

Notes
Decoding, fluency and phonological awareness standardisation means: M 100, SD 15; vocabulary: M 50, SD 10.
1Coded: 1- up to 10 books, 2- 11 to 25 books, 3- 25 to 50 books, 4- 50 to 70 books, 5- more than 70 books.
2Coded: 1- never/almost never, 2- once/twice a month, 3- once/twice a week, 4- every day/almost every day.
*p < .05.

Table 4. Correlations between reading/literacy-related abilities (items 1-4),motivation (item 5) and environmental factors (items 6-
11) across language groups.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Decoding .91** .51** .76** .26 .57** -.06 .30 .01 .44** .51**
2. Fluency .69** .43** .62** .16 .47* -.16 .08 .05 .32 .33
3. Phonological Awareness .66** .43* .63** .13 .19 .34 .19 .22 .38* .25
4. Expressive Vocabulary .74** .48** .26 .29 .52* .21 .51** .09 .45** .50**
5. Motivation .32 .01 .21 .41* -.14 .13 .39* -.08 -.09 .11
6. Maternal education .16 .05 .31 .13 .23 .33 .29 -.17 .28 .57**
7. Paternal education .16 -.08 .05 .32 .29 .59** .25 .03 .35 .11
8. No. of children’s books .29 .06 .32 .33 .44** .67** .28 .07 .30 .42*
9. Joint reading -.13 -.08 -.16 -.07 .22 .12 .05 .11 .39* .21
10. Independent reading .25 .18 .29 .10 -.03 .41* .09 .37* .12 .49**
11. Parents’ reading attitudes .30 .23 .14 .36 .42* .29 .21 .25 .34 .18

Note. Correlations for EAL children are presented above the diagonal stripe, and those for monolingual children are presented
below the diagonal stripe. Correlations are significant at the level. * p <.05; ** p <.001.
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correlated (rs= .67) with the number of children’s books at home for monolingual children, but not
for EAL children. Only independent reading and parents’ attitudes towards reading related positively
to decoding ability in the EAL group (r = .44, r = .51 respectively; p < .001), but not with fluency.
Maternal education in the EAL group may thus be indirectly contributing to decoding, as a relation-
ship has been discussed between EAL maternal education and their attitude towards reading; and
here, parental reading attitudes is related to decoding. These correlations were not observed in
the monolingual group. Reported joint reading or the number of books in the home did not correlate
with decoding or fluency abilities.

Regression analyses

Significant correlations discussed above were followed up with a regression analysis, see Table 5.
Children’s decoding ability was the dependent variable and related literacy (phonological awareness,
expressive vocabulary), and home environment characteristics (maternal education and the number
of books) were the independent variables (predictors). Of interest was how much variance environ-
mental measures (entered in Step 2 of the model) can explain in child reading after accounting for
the the literacy-related measures (Step 1).

The overall model was significant, F(2, 59) = 34.62, p < .001, and predicted 61% of the variance
overall. Only phonological awareness and expressive vocabulary were significant predictors (in
Step 1) of reading ability. Including the environmental factors at Step 2 did not result in a better
model fit overall (p = .22).

Discussion

Reading skills in the primary years are strong indicators of achievement in secondary school and
beyond (Cunningham, Stanovich and Zahn-Waxler 1997; Duncan et al. 2007; Entwisle, Alexander
and Olson 2003). Building on the Component Model of Reading (CMR; Aaron et al. 2008), the
present study investigated differences in literacy-related skills, motivation and environmental
factors related to reading and how such skills relate to word decoding and fluency for monolingual
and EAL primary-aged children. Both groups were comparable by age, cognitive ability and paternal
level of education. However, they differed in language status (one group speaking just one language
at home vs the other speaking English as an àdditional language), and maternal level of education
was found to be lower in the EAL group. The most prominent language spoken in the EAL group was
Bengali (41.7%), followed by Arabic (22.2%). While these figures reflect what is currently seen in
London schools (Office for National Statistics 2013), the challenges of a mixed EAL group will be
picked up later in the discussion.

Given the existing statistics suggesting that EAL children encounter difficulties in reading (DfE
2018), it was surprising to find that the present sample performed similarly in both decoding and
reading fluency to their monolingual peers. In fact, the findings from the present study demon-
strated no significant differences between EAL and monolingual upper-primary children on the

Table 5. Regression analysis results predicting reading ability.

β t R2 ΔR2 p

Step 1 0.61 0.59 < .001
Phonological awareness 0.34 3.25 .002
Expressive vocabulary 0.57 5.54 <.001
Step 2 0.63 0.6 .22
Phonological awareness 0.35 3.4 .001
Expressive vocabulary 0.58 5.46 < .001
Maternal education 0.15 1.41 .17
No. of books −0.18 −1.61 .12
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measures of decoding, fluency, phonological awareness and expressive vocabulary. The reading
results support previous research (Babayigit 2015; Chiappe and Siegel 2006; Lesaux and Siegel
2004). However, the comparable expressive vocabulary finding is contrary to previous findings
(Bowyer-Crane et al. 2017; Hutchinson et al. 2003). An explanation to why this study’s results
differ from previous ones could be related to the sample characteristics. Hutchinson et al. (2003) con-
ducted their research with 4–6 year old children, whereas children in the present study were aged 7–
10. Hamers and Blanc (2000) argued that increased time in school leads to similar vocabulary scores
between bilingual and monolingual children. Another aspect to be considered is the children’s profi-
ciency in their native language. It is hard for researchers to assess children’s performances in a variety
of languages (due to lack of instruments) and to determine whether the EAL child is dominant in
their native language or in English. Bialystok et al. (2010) explain that vocabulary differences
between bilinguals and monolinguals are probably a reflection of experience rather than ability.

Reading motivation levels were similar across language groups and no difference was observed
on the home literacy environment measures (time spent on joint and independent reading; parents’
attitudes towards reading), except one: the number of children’s books at home, where EAL children
were reported to have more books than monolingual children. Sénéchal and LeFevre (2002) found
that children’s exposure to books was related to vocabulary development, therefore the higher
number of books in EAL children’s homes could explain the lack of differences in vocabulary skills
between EAL and monolingual children; suggesting that larger exposure to books helps EAL children
keep up with their monolingual peers’. This suggests that greater exposure to books at home proves
to be an interesting result considering the lower SES level of EAL families (parental education used as
an SES measure) in comparison to that of the monolingual families. It can be argued that the number
of books in the home is not simply an indicator of the family’s financial capability, but also serves as
an indicator of parents’ reading beliefs and attitudes. The correlational analysis shows that the
number of books at home is significantly correlated with the parents’ reading attitudes for EAL chil-
dren, but that is not the case for monolinguals. It could be that EAL parents, being aware of the chal-
lenges that children face while learning to read an additional language, compensate by supplying
their children with more reading material at home. Evans et al. (2010) studied the home literacy
environments of families from 27 countries and concluded that a large number of books at home
was as beneficial for children’s education as having university educated parents. Furthermore, Con-
sidine and Zappala (2002) explain that the ‘social’ and ‘economic’ factors of the socio-economic
status (SES) have different influences on achievement. Therefore, a lower economic status does
not necessarily mean lower parental involvement.

The correlational analysis further allowed a better understanding of the nature of the relation-
ships that reading/literacy-related skills have with motivation and environmental factors. For both
groups, word reading (decoding) and reading fluency skills were positively correlated with phono-
logical awareness and expressive vocabulary, supporting existing research (Cutting and Scarbor-
ough 2006; National Institute for Literacy 2008, Storch and Whitehurst 2002). Surprisingly,
motivation was not found to correlate directly with reading abilities for either group. However,
EAL and monolingual children differed in terms of correlations between reading and environmental
measures. For EAL children, maternal education correlated with their attitudes towards reading,
showing those whose mothers had completed more education, also had more positive attitudes
towards reading. In addition, parental attitudes were positively correlated with EAL children’s
word reading abilities, in line with the findings of van Bergen et al. (2017). It can, therefore, be
inferred that EAL children’s decoding skills may be indirectly affected by maternal education
through their mother’s attitude to reading. Further, for EAL children, time spent reading indepen-
dently was positively related to reading ability. Given the lack of a correlation with motivation and
reading, it may be suggested that the good decoding skills of EAL children result from their
engagement with reading activities, not motivation. In contrast, monolingual children’s reading
abilities did not correlate with their parental level of education, but their maternal education did
positively relate to the number of children’s books at home. Referring back to Aaron et al.’s
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Component Model of Reading (2008), the present results showed that environmental factors may
influence EAL children’s reading performance differently from monolingual children even though
the end result (reading) is comparable. Lastly, maternal education was related to the number of
children’s books at home for NS children, and with parents’ reading attitudes for EAL children.
These findings could suggest that EAL and NS mothers might employ different strategies in sup-
porting their children’s reading efforts. Higher educated NS mothers seemed to provide material
support (books) for their children, whereas the support of higher educated EAL mothers was
reflected in their attitude and reading behaviours.

The regression analysis further confirmed the importance of phonological awareness and expres-
sive vocabulary for word reading, supporting a body of existing research (e.g. Muter and Diethelm
2001; Oxley and de Cat 2019) but did not support the additional input of maternal education and the
number of books available at home (van Bergen et al. 2017). A possible explanation for this may be
because the vast majority of children in the present sample were average or above readers; stronger
relationships between the home environment and reading performance may be observed for poorer
readers. Nevertheless the correlational findings did emphasise the parents’ role in children’s reading
performance and it is necessary that EAL parents understand the magnitude of the impact they have
on their children’s achievement. Even if they are not proficient in English themselves, parents can
influence their children by setting an example through their reading behaviours and by providing
them with children’s books to support the independent efforts of the child.

Limitations and future research

Although the present study was the first of its kind to compare EAL and monolingual readers on a
range of factors, limitations of the work should be considered. There are challenges with interpreting
the findings when the EAL sample home language varies. Melby-Lervag and Lervag (2014) reported
that conflicting EAL study findings may be due to participant characteristics such as variations in the
similarity between the two languages spoken by the child. While the current sample is representative
of schools in the UK, and the majority languages (Bengali and Arabic) are further away from English
than some European languages, it is still recognised that further research may consider exploring the
same research aims and comparing within EAL profiles. Moreover, it should be considered that EAL
status might not be an accurate indicator of language attainment (Demie 2017). EAL status is a broad
concept including many typologies of children’s additional language profiles and is assigned to chil-
dren regardless of proficiency levels and exposure time to the English language. Recent migrants,
second-generation migrants and refugees are all grouped under the same label of EAL. Therefore,
children who were born in English-speaking countries and have been exposed to the English
language since birth are considered EAL (the same status as a child who recently arrived in the
country) if they speak a different language at home. In the present study, data were not collected
on children’s dominant language or time of exposure to the English-language (except for requiring
that children had been speaking English for more than 1 year) and future research should seek to
cover this.

Secondly, motivation scores of children tended to be high, with the majority of them scoring near
maximum points. This poses the risk of a ceiling effect which makes it hard to discriminate on the
performance among participants. These high scores could indicate that the instrument used to
measure motivation might lack sensitivity in capturing the differences between participants, even
though this measure is often used in reading research (Logan, Medford and Hughes 2011;
Wigfield and Guthrie 1997).

Lastly, the small number of poor readers was not anticipated in this sample. It is recognised that
word reading and fluency were assessed here and not comprehension. Future research using the
same approach to consider motivation and environmental factors but focusing specifically on EAL
poor readers (decoding and comprehension) may reveal a different pattern and would add to the
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literature. Additional environmental factors on reading performance may also be considered such as
school characteristics and support.

Conclusion

In sum, the present study contributes to the understanding of factors related to reading performance
for EAL and monolingual children. No significant group differences were found for the reading or
related literacy measures, nor reading motivation, time spent reading with a parent and indepen-
dently, and parental attitudes to reading, although maternal education was lower in the EAL
group and these children had more children’s books at home than their monolingual peers. The
findings confirm the importance of phonological awareness and expressive vocabulary for
reading performance in both groups, as well as suggesting that maternal education may indirectly
relate to EAL children’s reading abilities through their attitudes towards reading. In contrast maternal
education was related to the books in the home for monolingual children. Future research could use-
fully extend the study approach specifically to poor readers with EAL.
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