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Abstract 

 Metalinguistic awareness is the ability to view language objectively as a set of 

representational symbols, such as the ability to rhyme.  Bilingual children often perform better 

than monolingual children on metalinguistic ability.  The current study examined whether type of 

language exposure affected bilingual children’s metalinguistic ability. Four groups of bilingual 

children (n=30) were formed based on whether they were exposed to only one or two languages 

at home and one or two languages at school.  These groups were compared on several 

metalinguistic tasks. The bilingual children exposed to two languages at school performed better 

than those who were only exposed to one language at school. There was no effect of home 

language exposure. The results are discussed in terms of why school exposure may benefit 

metalinguistic awareness.  
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Does Increased Language Exposure Lead to Better Metalinguistic Awareness  

    in Young Bilingual Children? 

         There is a large body of work comparing bilingual and monolingual children on a variety of 

language and cognitive tasks. In comparison to monolingual children, existing literature shows 

bilingual children have been shown to have advantages in both executive functioning and theory 

of mind.  On the other hand, they have been shown to be at a disadvantage when it comes to 

language development, including vocabulary scores. One aspect of language that has received 

only limited attention in bilinguals is their metalinguistic awareness. Metalinguistic awareness is 

defined as the ability to view language objectively as a set of representational symbols.  An 

example of this would be that the same word can mean two things, such as bat (baseball bat and 

the flying bat).     

 The purpose of the current study is to examine metalinguistic awareness in a bilingual 

population only and to examine whether their language exposure is related to metalinguistic 

awareness and language ability.   That is, bilingual children differ in terms of their relative 

proficiency in their two languages and their method of exposure to both languages.  In regards to 

language exposure, we compared children who are exposed to two languages at either school, 

home, or both contexts. In order for the children to be considered bilingual, they must have been 

exposed to both English and Spanish for at least one year.  We studied this topic to better 

determine whether increased language exposure to both languages led to better metalinguistic 

awareness and overall language ability in these young bilingual children.  Of interest was 

whether language exposure in different contexts leads to better metalinguistic awareness in 

young bilingual children. 
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Language Exposure 

 Language learning can occur in settings such as the home, in the community, daycare, 

and at school. In bilingual communities, children may have the opportunity to be exposed to two 

languages daily and become dual-language learners.  Some children acquire two languages from 

home exposure, and some children may acquire their languages from the exposure they receive 

at school and/or in the community.  According to Haworth, Cullen, Simmons, Schimanski and 

Woodhead (2006) teaching language is a community effort.  Teachers, peers, and cultural media 

all mediate in language development which leads to the belief that language development is a 

community process and community dependent.  As children engage in these exchanges, they are 

unaware that they are developing cultural and linguistic concepts.  Because the community is 

putting in a collaborative effort to teach language, it would be expected that these children would 

perform better at language tasks.  Pena and Halle (2011) illustrate the difficulties that dual-

language learners may encounter when in a classroom setting.  When children are bilingual and 

are exposed to one language at home and one at school, their vocabulary may be biased and 

distributed towards setting which can ultimately affect their scores on language tests.  For 

example, at school, children may learn educational terms, such as experiment, in English, but 

they are less likely to know that word in Spanish because it is not a household term.  Regarding 

setting specific language exposure, bilingual children may be at a disadvantage in learning 

vocabulary. In regards to semantic tasks, Pena, Bedore, and Rappazzo (2003) found that overall, 

children ages four to seven from bilingual backgrounds scored higher on receptive items rather 

than the expressive vocabulary tests.  This is comparable to both predominantly English and 

predominantly Spanish children.  Receptive items measure the child’s ability to respond and 

point to the experimenter’s prompt, while expressive items measure the child’s ability to 
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verbalize the identity of an illustrated picture.  At a macro level, all children scored similarly 

across language groups for all of the semantic tasks.   

  Because of setting specific vocabulary and types of language exposure, it comes to no 

surprise that in using both vocabulary and grammar measures, Hoff, Core, Parra, Place, Rumiche 

and Senor (2011) found that monolinguals’ developing language scores (vocabulary and 

grammar) were significantly larger than those of the bilinguals developing language scores. 

However, no significant difference was found between the two groups on overall vocabulary size 

or vocabulary gain over time.  One main point that Hoff et al. (2011) state in their results is that 

children exposed to two languages do not acquire each at the same rate as monolinguals.  Thus, 

overall monolingual children perform better on measures of language development than bilingual 

preschoolers. 

Executive Functioning 

 In cognitive tasks, however, research shows that bilingual children generally have an 

advantage over monolingual children.  Studies show that bilingual children perform better on 

Executive functions (EF) skills involving inhibitory control. Inhibitory control is the ability to 

control or stop impulses to act in a certain way.  Executive functioning refers to a person’s ability 

to manage or regulate a collection of basic cognitive and emotional processes.  Poulin-Dubois, 

Blaye, Coutya, and Bialystok (2011) support the notion of a bilingual advantage and their results 

indicate that native bilinguals performed better than monolinguals on the shape Stroop tasks at an 

age not previously shown.  The Stroop tasks measure inhibitory control, which is a person’s 

ability to control impulses to act in a certain way.  These findings are contrary to Martin-Rhee 

and Bialystok (2008) which claim that monolinguals and bilinguals are comparable on the 

response latencies and accuracy scores in the Stroop picture naming task.  On the other hand, the 
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authors note that bilinguals show an advantage on the Simon task, which requires inhibition of 

attention to a specific cue. Typically, a colored stimulus is presented either to the left or right 

side of the display and it is associated with a left or right key press. When the correct key press 

corresponds to the position of the display stimuli, the trial is congruent.   Bilinguals have an 

advantage in this task because they are required to hold the two rules in mind for the mixed 

blocks of trials essential in presenting the Simon task, and anticipate switching between the rules 

on each trial.  

 In addition to executive functioning, bilingual children may have an advantage on theory 

of mind tasks. Theory of mind refers to the ability to understand that people can have different 

beliefs about the same situation, such as the location of objects.   Bilingual children may have an 

advantage in theory of mind tasks because their exposure to two language increases their ability 

to think flexibly in a number of areas, similar to the arguments regarding executive functioning.  

Kovacs (2009) found that bilingual children showed an advantage in the theory of mind tasks.  

She attributes their success to their well-developed control functions that form when they are 

learning how to monitor and select between languages. Basically, growing up in a bilingual 

environment exposes the children diverse mental language-switch situations.   

Metalinguistic Awareness 

The cognitive flexibility that appears in theory of mind and executive functioning may be 

particularly evident in their metalinguistic ability as well. That is, because bilingual children are 

exposed to two languages they may be better able to manipulate the forms of language. 

Metalinguistic ability is the ability to recognize the arbitrariness of language and that language is 

a sum of representational symbols. Typical metalinguistic tasks include the ability to rhyme, as 

well as understand homonyms and synonyms.  In monolingual children, these skills have been 
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shown to develop during the preschool years at approximately the same time as theory of mind 

and executive functioning. For example, Doherty and Perner (1998) states that false belief, an 

important aspect of theory of mind, and synonym metalinguistic awareness emerge around the 

same age for monolingual children.   False belief is an understanding that a state of affairs is a 

certain way and that others can think differently.  The study also claims that metalinguistic 

awareness develops at a younger age than other research finds, which is inconsistent with the 

views that it develops between five and eight-years old.  Doherty (2000) supplements his 

previous study by including the homonym understanding task Doherty found that false belief 

highly correlates with synonym tasks.  Furthermore, he says that false belief, homonym 

understanding, and synonym understanding should develop at the same time.  He also found that 

homonym performance is superior than synonym performance for younger children.   

If metalinguistic awareness involves the ability to think flexibly about language then 

bilingual children should perform well on metalinguistic tasks, such as understanding rhyming 

and understand synonyms. Surprisingly, however, only a few studies have examined 

metalinguistic awareness in bilingual children. For instance, one form of metalinguistic 

awareness is disambiguation. Disambiguation is the process of associating a new word with a 

new object rather than a familiar one.  Byers-Heinlein and Werker (2009) found that trilingual 

children (specifically, 17-18 months old from different language backgrounds) showed no 

disambiguation while monolinguals showed a strong use of disambiguation.  The Byers-Heinlein 

and Werker (2009) study tests the possibility that language experience contributes to the 

development of disambiguation.  Children who are familiar with multiple languages are more 

likely to show no disambiguation because they recognize that familiar objects can have several 

names.  
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Metalinguistic awareness advantages in bilinguals have only been reported at modest 

levels (Bialystock & Barac, 2012).  Their study measured morphological rules of English, 

nonverbal executive tasks, a sentence judgment task incorporating manipulations in school age 

bilingual children. Those children with better language proficiency in both of their languages did 

better on their metalinguistic measures. It is believed that it is not more bilingualism that helps 

these children progress in their metalinguistic development, but rather their level of language 

proficiency.  Advantages in metalinguistic development depend on several factors such as the 

relationship both between languages as well as the language of education (Bialystock & Barac, 

2012).  As children develop and get older, their representations of knowledge and control over 

their attention increases and aides in their ability to distinguish between different languages. 

Knowing two languages increases the knowledge of abstract linguistic structures, which may 

help children in their metalinguistic awareness.  

Thus, bilingual children’s ability to perform well on metalinguistic tasks may depend on 

their linguistic proficiency in both languages and their proficiency may depend on the social 

contexts in which they are exposed to multiple languages.  The current study examined whether 

the contexts in which bilingual children were exposed to their two languages affected their 

metalinguistic performance.  Of particular interest is whether children exposed to two languages 

in multiple settings showed better metalinguistic performance than children exposed in only one 

setting. David and Wei (2008) claim that there is a significant correlation between language 

exposure and vocabulary size as well as cross-linguistic synonyms in French-English bilinguals.  

It is not known how metalinguistic awareness in bilingual children is related to contexts 

of language exposure.  Therefore, this study investigates whether differences in language 

exposure leads to better metalinguistic awareness in young Spanish-English bilingual preschool 
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children. To test the children’s metalinguistic awareness, we tested them on synonym, homonym, 

semantic rhyming, and symbol substitution tasks.  For monolinguals, synonym tasks have a great 

potential to show early metalinguistic awareness understanding (Doherty & Perner, 1998). There 

is virtually no research on these metalinguistic tasks in bilingual preschool children.   

 We expect the results to indicate that children who are exposed to a combination of both 

English and Spanish in both home and school to have better metalinguistic awareness and 

language ability than children exposed to both languages only in one setting. 

Method 

Participants: 30 Spanish-English bilingual normally developing children ages 3- and 4-

years old were recruited from preschools in Miami, FL and Gainesville, FL.  In order to be 

considered bilingual for this research, the children must interact with other bilingual speakers 

and have been exposed to a dual language environment for at least one year.  Informed consent 

forms were distributed to the preschools.  We distributed questionnaires to the parents that 

included questions to determine their preferred language and the level of exposure that each child 

that each receives in each language. The questionnaire is shown in Appendix A.  To facilitate 

recruitment we compensated the parents $10.00 per child for allowing them to participate in our 

study.    

Procedure: We constructed the tasks both in Spanish and in English to be able to 

accommodate the child’s language preference.  The tests were administered in the parent’s report 

of the child’s preferred language.  However, the language tests were administered in both 

languages, as described below. The researchers are all native Spanish speakers and are the ones 

who have translated the documents and tasks, and administered them to the children.  Depending 

on the child’s level of attention when we administered the tasks, they were either tested in one or 
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two sessions; although each child received the same tasks in the same set order.  To be able to 

accurately score the children, testing was done in pairs where one researcher administers the 

tasks and the other researcher records the responses. Children were assessed on both language 

and metalinguistic ability as described below. In addition, as part of a larger study, children were 

also assessed on their theory of mind and executive functioning skills. These latter measures 

were not examined in the current study. 

Measures 

 The current study is part of a larger study examining metalinguistic ability differences 

between bilingual children and monolingual children. In the current study we are interested in 

only in the language and metalinguistic measures including the Synonym Judgment task, the 

Semantic Rhyming task, the Symbol Substitution task, and the Homonym Selection task for the 

bilingual children only. These tasks are described below.   

Language 

 Expressive One Word Picture Vocabulary Test (EOWPVT).  The children’s expressive 

vocabulary is measured using the EOWPVT with the bilingual record form.  The testing material 

includes 190 individual illustrations which begin at age 2 and progress in difficulty through age 

14.  Each child is prompted by the experimenter with the question “What is this?” and the child 

is expected to respond.  They are then prompted in Spanish “Que es esto?” in which they are 

expected to respond in Spanish.  The experimenter discontinues prompting the child after 6 

consecutive incorrect responses.  If the child preferred language was English, they were 

prompted in English first and then Spanish.  If their preferred language was Spanish, they were 

prompted in Spanish first and then English.  By the end of the measure, all children had been 

prompted by both languages. 
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 Receptive One Word Picture Vocabulary Test (ROWPVT).  The children’s receptive 

vocabulary is measured using the ROWPVT with the bilingual record form.  The testing material 

includes 190 sets of illustrations which begin at age 2 and progress in difficulty through age 14.  

The illustrations are in sets of four, for example a man, a tie, a boy, and a hat.  The experimenter 

then instructs the child to point to what they prompt.  For example, the experimenter says “boy” 

and the child should point to the illustration of the boy.  The experimenter discontinues 

prompting the child after they respond incorrectly to 6 out of 8 consecutive series of illustrations.  

The first day of testing, the ROWPVT was given in the child’s non dominant language. At the 

end of the second day, the ROWPVT was given in the child’s preferred language.   

 Complementation. Complementation is measured when the experimenter presents 5 

descriptive drawings with accompanying sentences.  For example, the experimenter tells the 

child “He thought he grabbed a towel, but it was really a pair of jeans.”  Then the experimenter 

goes on to ask the comprehension question of, “What did he think?” The complementation score 

consists of the child’s responses on a pass/fail basis of the 5 comprehension questions.  The total 

complementation score could range from 0-5. This language measure was not utilized in the 

current study. 

Executive Functioning  

 Happy/Sad Stroop-like task.  The child is first shown a happy face card and asked “When 

you see this card, do you think this face is happy or sad?” Then they are shown a sad face card 

and asked “When you see this card, do you think this face is happy or sad?” After correctly 

identifying the cards, the experimenter proceeds to instruct the child: (showing the sad face card) 

“When you see this card I want you to say ‘happy,’ can you say happy for this card?,” then, 

(showing the happy face card) “When you see this card I want you to say ‘sad,’ can you say sad 
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for this card?” The experimenter then goes on to administer practice trials by holding up each 

card to ensure the child understands the instructions.  After the child correctly identifies each 

card following the instructions the child is shown 16 cards in a fixed random order for a 

combined total of 16 trials where the child should respond according to the rules.  After the 7th 

trial, the experimenter pauses to remind the child of the rules.  The score is the sum of the child’s 

correct responses according to the rules which could range from 0-16. 

 Dimensional change card sort task. The experimenter presents two standing containers, 

one labeled with an illustration of a blue boat, and the other with a red rabbit.  The experimenter 

then tells the child: “We are going to play the color game, in the color game the blues go with 

the blues and the reds go with the reds.” Then the experimenter demonstrates with two sample 

cards, one blue rabbit and one red boat.  After the child understands the rules, the experimenter 

asks the child to sort 5 cards in their respective places (a blue rabbit, a red boat, a blue boat, a red 

rabbit, and a blue rabbit). These first 5 cards are used as practice trials.  The experimenter then 

tells the child that they are going to switch to the shape game with the following instructions: 

“Now we are going to change to the shape game, in the shape game, the rabbits go with the 

rabbits and the boats go with the boats.”  The children are then handed a red boat, a red rabbit, a 

blue rabbit, a blue boat, a red boat, and a blue rabbit to sort through.  After each card is handed to 

the child, the experimenter asks “Where does this one go in the shape game?” to make sure that 

the child remembers the switch from the color game.  The score is composed of the child’s 

correct responses to the two red boats and the two blue rabbits in the shape game set.  The total 

score could range from 0-6. 

 Bear/dragon Simon-says like task. The experimenter begins by asking the child to do the 

same actions that they are doing, for example “rub your tummy” or “touch your eyes with your 
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eyes closed.”   The experimenter then brings out two characters, a bear and a dragon.  They are 

introduced to the child as the “nice bear” and the “naughty dragon.”  The experimenter 

subsequently describes the rules of the games to the child by saying:  

This is nice bear (stick out the bear), when he talks to us, we will do what he tells 

us to do. This is naughty dragon (stick out the dragon), when he talks to us, we 

won’t listen to him.  If he tells us to do something we won’t do it. 

The experimenter should play the part of the characters and prompt the child with an appropriate 

voice signaling each animal.  The child is then given practice trials with each character until they 

respond correctly to the bear at least once and resist the dragon’s command at least once.  After 

the child completes the practice trials, they are given 10 alternating testing trials (5 bear trials, 5 

dragon trials) where the child is reminded of the rules after the 5th trial.  The score could range 

from 0-10. 

 Short-term memory-Digit span. The experimenter begins by instructing the child to repeat 

the same numbers that he/she says in the same order.  For example, the experimenter says “When 

I say 8,4 I want you to say 8,4.” The experimenter should read of the numbers at the rate of one 

per second.  After the instructions are given, the child is given one sequence of two numbers to 

determine if they understand.  Each trial consists of two sequences of numbers.  After each trial 

one number is added to each sequence.  The task discontinues when the child is unable to 

correctly repeat both sequences of numbers in any given trial.   The score for this task could 

range from 0-6. 

Theory of Mind 

 Unexpected content task. The child is presented with a closed crayon box and is asked: 

“What do you think is inside the box?” The experimenter then opens the box and reveals that 
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there is really a block inside the box and not crayons, then asks the child “What is inside the 

box?”  After putting the block back in the box, the experimenter asks, “When you first saw the 

box all closed up like this, what did you think was inside the box, crayons or a block?”  The 

experimenter introduces an Ernie puppet and asks the child: “Ernie has never looked inside the 

box. What does Ernie think is inside the box, a block or crayons?”  Then the experimenter asks 

the control question, “What is really inside the box?”  The child receives a pass/fail score based 

on their responses to the two belief question dependent on whether or not they answered the 

control questions correctly.  

 Unexpected location task. The experimenter presents a cloth bag, a small box, and a 

Tweety puppet to the child and proceeds to tell the following story:  

Tweety is putting his toy car inside the box.  Now he is going outside to play. (Put 

Tweety out of sight)  Here comes Tweety’s friend Puppy.  Puppy is taking the toy 

car out of the box and putting it inside this box. Now Puppy is going home. 

 The experimenter then brings Tweety back and asks the child, “When Tweety comes back inside 

from playing, where will he look for the car, inside the box or inside the bag?” After the child 

responds, the experimenter reveals to Tweety where the car is and then goes on to ask the child, 

“When Tweety came back inside from playing, before I showed him the car, where did he think 

the car was, inside the bag or inside the box?” Then the child is asked two control questions, 

“Do you remember where Tweety put his car in the beginning?, and “Where is the car now?” 

The child is scored on a pass/fail system to their response on the false belief question if they 

answer the two control questions correctly. 

 Appearance-Reality, object-identity task. The experimenter introduces a sponge that is 

painted to look like a rock and ask the child, “Look at what I have. What is it?”  The 
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experimenter then allows the child to touch it and then asks “What is it really? Is it really a 

sponge or a rock?” The experimenter then asks, “When you first saw this, when I first took it out 

of the bag, before you squeezed it, what did you think it was, a rock or a sponge?” and the child 

is scored pass/fail for this question.  Then a bunny puppet is brought out and the experimenter 

says, “Bunny has never touched this before. What does Bunny think this is, a rock or a sponge?”  

The child is scored pass/fail for this last question.  Then the child is asked “From far, with your 

eyes, what does it look like?”   

Metalinguistic Awareness 

 Synonym Judgment task.  The experimenter begins by presenting 5 illustrative cards laid 

out, (a boat/ship, a jacket/coat, a gift/present, a cup/mug, and a rose/flower) to the child and 

asking them to point to the one that matches what they prompt.  For example, the experimenter 

says, “Can you point to the ship?,” then goes on to prompt the same illustrations with the 

matching synonym.  The process is then repeated with another set of 4 illustrative cards (a 

woman/lady, a bunny/rabbit, a couch/sofa, and a TV/television.)  The child is then given 3 

practice trials in which the experimenter proceeds with the following:  

This can be called either a ship or a boat. What would you like to call it? (Wait for 

an answer) Now Kitty, you say the other name. (Kitty uses the same name as 

child, e.g., “ship”). Is that what he should have said? (Pause for child to answer). 

No because you said ‘ship’ didn’t you? Kitty, you say the other name. (Kitty now 

gives synonym, e.g., ‘boat’). Is that what she should have said? (Wait for child’s 

answer). Yes, because ‘boat’ is the other name for ‘ship’, isn’t it? 

This is continued for the other two modeling phase items, cup/mug and coat/jacket.  In these two 

trials, the puppet also gave the wrong answer first but on the second try it goes on to say a 
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completely different word (e.g. elephant and banana) before finally producing the correct 

synonym. 

 In the four test trials with no feedback given, the experimenter shows the child the picture 

of the couch/sofa, rabbit/bunny, woman/lady, or television/TV respectively.  The experimenter 

asks “What is this?” After the child answers the experimenter goes on to say, “Now Kitty you 

say the other name. [Kitty responds.] Is that what she should have said?” The Puppet should 

respond in the following fixed order, matching synonym, same word as child, different-meaning, 

and for the last trial, matching synonym.  Each child is given a score ranging from 0-4.  

 Homonym Selection task. The homonym task begins by giving each participant a 

vocabulary check to ensure that they are familiar with the terms chosen.  For this vocabulary 

check, the child is presented with 12 sheets, each depicting three illustrations with one of the 6 

pairs of homonyms and 2 distracters.  The children were asked, “Which is a flower?”  If they are 

unable to point to the correct item, they are told the right answer and then the experimenter 

presents the next sheet.  The first six sheets showed the first six homonyms, and the last six 

sheets showed the other half of each pair in the same order.  For the modeling phase, the child is 

shown a sheet with four illustrations on it, both items from a homonym pair and two distracters.  

Next to the sheet, is a card illustrating one of the items of the homonym pair.  The experimenter 

then says, “Look here is a flower, but can you show me a different kind of flour?” They should 

point to the flour.  Then the experimenter says, “Yes, look this is a flower and this is flour, but 

they are different aren’t they?” If the child points to the same flower as the card, the experiment 

responds with “Look this flower and this flower are the same; we are looking for a different kind 

of flour.”  This procedure is repeated with one other homonym pair (written letter and ‘W’ letter) 

for the modeling phase.  For the testing phase, the procedure for modeling phase is continued but 
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with no feedback for the following four items: fingernail/tool nail, baseball bat/flying bat, 

son/sun, and pear/pair.  Each child is given a score for the Homonym Selection task ranging from 

0-4. 

 Symbol Substitution task. The child is shown five sheets, one at a time, with one 

illustration on each sheet.  The illustrations include an airplane, an apple, a fish, a tiger, and 

clouds.  The child is presented with the airplane picture and the experimenter begins with “You 

know that this is called an airplane right? [C: Yes.] Can the airplane fly? [C: Yes.] In this game, 

we are going to call it turtle.  Can you say turtle for this picture? [C: Turtle.] What is this? [C: 

Turtle.]”  The test questions that follows is “Can the turtle fly? [Child’s Response] How does the 

turtle fly? [Child’s Response]” The same script is applied to the remaining items with the 

following substitutions: eating the apple/shoe, the fish/car swimming, the tiger/shirt running, and 

seeing the clouds/stars during the day.  Each item is scored and the scores for this task can range 

from 0-10. 

 Rhyming task. The children are first asked if they know any words that rhyme.  If they are 

not able to think of any, they are given ‘Jill’ and ‘hill’ as an example.  Then the experimenter 

asks for the child to produce a word that rhymes with ‘say.’  If the child cannot think of any 

examples, the experimenter mentions that day can rhyme with say, as well as play.  After the 

child understands what a rhyme is, the experimenter gives the instructions: “I’m going to show 

you 3 pictures and say a word for each picture.  I want you to tell me which words rhyme or 

sound the same, like say and may. I’m going to say the words twice.” The experimenter then 

assists the child through two examples, tie/fly/jacket and desk/chair/fair.  Following the 

examples, five trials are given (dog/log/cat, sock/shoe/lock, plane/bicycle/cane, ramp/lamp/sofa 

and truck/train/duck).  It is very important that the words are repeated twice.  If the child does 
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not respond within 10 seconds, the words are repeated twice again.  If the child responds with ‘I 

don’t know’ the question is marked incorrect.  Total rhyming score could range from 0-6. 

Results 

For comparisons, we created four groups based on the language questionnaires that were 

completed by the children’s parents.  The groups were formed based on number of languages 

spoken at school and at home: 1. Both languages spoken at home and school (n=6); 2. Both 

languages spoken at home, one language spoken at school (n=7); 3. One language spoken at 

home, a different language spoken at school (n=5); 4. One language spoken at home, two 

languages spoken at school (n=12).  There were no significant differences between the groups 

based on income, marital status, and parent one level of education. 

       The primary question of interest is whether increased language exposure leads to better 

metalinguistic awareness in young bilingual children. The means and standard deviations of all 

of the measures are presented in Table 1.   Comparisons between the groups were conducted on 

all measures using a series of 2 (home exposure: 1 vs.: 2) x 2 (school exposure: 1 vs. 2) 

ANCOVAS controlling for age.  Initially, we formed a composite measure of metalinguistic 

awareness using a Z-score to account for the variation in the number of questions across 

measures. Surprisingly, the amount of exposure in school language made a significant different 

in overall metalinguistic awareness while amount of exposure in home language did not, F (1, 

28) =5.43, p <.05. That is, children who were exposed to multiple languages at school performed 

better than those exposed to multiple languages at home. There were no interaction effects. 

 We further examined each metalinguistic awareness tasks separately using the 2 (school) 

x 2 (home) ANCOVAs. School language only had a marginally significant effect on the 

Synonym Judgment task (F (1,28) = 3.96, p=.058).  These results are displayed in Table 3.  
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There was also a marginal effect of school in the Homonym Selection task (F (1, 28) = 3.454, 

p<.10), which is displayed on Table 3.  Additionally, there was also a marginal effect in the 

Symbol Substitution task (F (1, 28)=3.261, p<.10). There were no significant main effects of 

school language on the Semantic Rhyming task.  Interestingly, none of the tasks showed 

significant main effects of home language or significant interaction effects.   

Thus, there was some evidence that children exposed to multiple languages at school 

performed better on overall metalinguistic ability.  One possibility is the children who were 

exposed to two languages at school had better language skills. To test this, we compared the 

language ability of the four groups in the 2 x 2 ANCOVA. For the language tests, there was a 

marginal main effect for school for the Receptive total score (F (1, 26)=4.24, p < .05.  Children 

who were exposed to two languages at home had higher receptive scores than children exposed 

to only one language at home. There were no significant effects for Expressive total score.  There 

were also no significant interaction effects. 

Discussion 

The main objective of this study was to determine whether or not level of language 

exposure influenced metalinguistic awareness and overall language ability. These results indicate 

that after controlling for age, not only do children who speak two languages at school versus one 

language have higher scores in the metalinguistic awareness measures, but that they have better 

overall language ability. These findings indicate that school language exposure has more of an 

effect on metalinguistic awareness and language abilities than home language.  The study 

conducted by Doherty and Perner (1998) indicates that success in expressive synonym tasks may 

show an early sign of metalinguistic awareness in monolinguals.  The results of the current study 

illustrate that the increase in early metalinguistic awareness may apply to bilinguals as well. The 
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Synonym Judgment task approached significance in bilinguals who spoke two languages at 

school.  We find it interesting that of the metalinguistic measures, three of four tasks only 

showed marginal effects at p<.10 for school language, yet the metalinguistic awareness 

composite was significant at p=.029. It may be that with a larger sample size the individual 

metalinguistic measures would be significant as well. 

Previous research (Bialystock & Barac, 2012) has indicated that metalinguistic awareness 

in older bilinguals is only reported at a modest level.  The results from the current study indicate 

a significant difference when comparing students who only speak one language at school and 

those who speak two at schools.  While all of the children in this study were bilingual, the level 

of exposure at school and its impact is clearly evident. Exposure to two languages at school has 

an effect on developing metalinguistic awareness. 

Therefore, the question is why does language exposure in school facilitate metalinguistic 

awareness more than home exposure?  It may be because children learn better language skills 

with their teachers and with their fellow classmates in school than at home.  In school, language 

may be taught with more structure than at home, but then also reinforced with casual 

conversations.  There was some support for this interpretation because there was a marginal 

effect of school on receptive language abilities.   Bialystok and Barac (2012) also found that 

when level of language proficiency is matched, and the task places a high demand in executive 

function, that bilinguals have an advantage.  Prior research has shown that when vocabulary 

language is equivalent, bilinguals are better able to use their attentional control on tasks to 

outperform monolinguals.  In the current study, while we are only testing bilingual children, our 

data supports the claim that even children who are only exposed to their non-dominant language 

at school along with their preferred language, perform better than those who are only exposed to 
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one language at school.  Therefore, exposing children to a bilingual education or immersion 

program could increase not only their metalinguistic awareness but their attentional control on 

tasks.   

Limitations and Future Directions 

 As with most research, there were some limitations to this study.  Because we decided to 

divide the entire sample size into several groups to analyze our data, those individual groups 

were composed of a small number of participants. Having a larger overall sample of bilingual 

children could have given us the ability to have larger groups, which could have given us more 

power for statistical analyses.  Furthermore, another limitation of this study is that we had the 

parents complete the language questionnaire indicating their child’s language ability in Spanish 

and their language preference.  This could potentially be seen as a limitation because the parents 

may be unaware of their child’s preferred language. Another potential limitation is that we did 

not counterbalance the order of the tasks.  Unfortunately, because the study was done over the 

summer when many families go on vacation, some subjects were unable to complete the 

sessions. 

 Because we administered the testing packet to the children in their dominant language 

and then administered the language tests (EOWPVT and ROWPVT) in their second language, 

the children were required to alternate between their two languages.  When asked to say a word 

in Spanish, some children just put an accent to the English word they already knew.  This raises 

the question of whether or not they recognize the differentiation of their two languages.  A future 

study could test to see whether the children are able to make a distinction between their two 

languages.   

Conclusion 
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 In conclusion, we examined whether increased language exposure in home and in school 

leads to better metalinguistic awareness and language ability in young bilingual children.  We 

found that regardless of home language, school language had a significant effect on performance 

on the metalinguistic awareness measures. Differing from what we expected, home language did 

not have an effect on either metalinguistic ability or language ability.  These findings are in 

strong support of bilingual education and language immersion programs for children from 

monolingual households.  They give evidence that given the exposure of two languages at 

school, children are better able to view language objectively and recognize the arbitrariness of 

language.  Although all of these children were bilingual, the children who had more exposure at 

school seemed to be more comfortable with their two languages, which was ultimately reflected 

in their scores. 
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Table 1.  

Means (Standard Deviations) of all measures 

    Measures    

 

 

 

Language Exposure 

Composite Homonym 

Selection 

Task 

Synonym 

Judgment 

Task 

Symbol 

Substitution 

Task 

Semantic 

Rhyming 

Task 

ROWPVT EOWPVT 

Home- One Lang        

School- One 

Language(n=5) 

 

-1.30(4.36) 

 

2.40(1.52) 

 

2.60(1.52) 

 

4.00(4.06) 

 

3.20(2.17) 

 

67.50(19.5) 

 

54.25(28.1) 

School- Two 

Languages(n=12) 

 

1.10(2.10) 

 

3.50(1.00) 

 

3.25(1.06) 

 

7.92(3.06) 

 

2.45(1.30) 

 

71.3(27.3) 

 

47.9(18.5) 

Home- Two Lang        

School- One 

Language(n=7) 

 

-1.38(2.41) 

 

3.29(1.25) 

 

2.43(.976) 

 

4.57(3.41) 

 

1.71(1.38) 

 

55.6(12.7) 

 

40.8(16.0) 

School- Two 

Languages(n=6) 

 

.949(3.40) 

 

3.67(.816) 

 

3.33(.816) 

 

5.50(4.32) 

 

3.33(2.34) 

 

90.0(19.7) 

 

60.7(22.1) 

Note: Composite in Z standardized metric 
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Table 2. 

Analysis of Covariance of Metalinguistic Awareness Composite Controlling for Age 

Source SS df MS F p 

Age 52.413 1 52.413 7.847 .010 

School Language 36.245 1 36.245 5.427 .029 

Home Language .071 1 .071 .011 .919 

School x Home 5.266 1 5.266 .788 .383 

Note: Composite in Z standardized metric 
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Table 3. 

 

Analysis of Covariance of Each Metalinguistic Awareness Task 

Source SS df MS F p 

Synonym Task      

Age  4.75 1 4.75 4.613 .042 

School Language 4.077 1 4.077 3.958 .058 

Home Language .001 1 .001 .001 .973 

School x Home .140 1 .140 .136 .716 

Homonym Task      

Age 6.190 1 6.190 5.780 .024 

School Language 3.699 1 3.699 3.454 .075 

Home Language 2.353 1 2.353 2.197 .151 

School x Home 2.793 1 2.793 2.609 .119 

Symbol Substitution      

Age 28.629 1 28.629 2.358 .137 

School Language 39.593 1 39.593 3.261 .083 

Home Language 4.099 1 4.099 .338 .566 

School x Home 28.849 1 28.849 2.376 .136 

Rhyming Task      

Age 11.14 1 11.14 4.24 .051 

School Language 1.187 1 1.187 .451 .508 

Home Language .266 1 .266 .101 .753 

School x Home 3.555 1 3.555 1.351 .257 
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Appendix A 

Parent/Guardian Language questionnaire (All questions may not apply) 

1. Which language/languages does your child speak (may list more than one)? 

 

 

2. If more than one, which one is the child’s PREFERED language? 

 

 

 

3. Which language/languages are regularly spoken in your home? 

 

 

4. Which language/ languages is the child exposed to in Preschool? 

 

 

5. Which language/ languages does the child use with peers and friends? 

 

 

6. How long has the child been exposed to each of these languages? 

1st Language                                                        2nd Language  

 

7. What is the native language of each of these caregivers? 

Mother ___________________________________________ 
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Father ____________________________________________ 

 

Other caregiver______________________________________ 

 

8. If English is not their native language, do all caregivers speak English? If so, for      how 

long? 

Mother ___________________________________________ 

 

Father ____________________________________________ 

 

      Other caregiver______________________________________ 

 

9. In which language/languages does each of these family members addresses the child? 

Mother ___________________________________________ 

 

Father ____________________________________________ 

 

Sibling/s___________________________________________ 

 

Other _____________________________________________ 

10. In what language/languages do you read to your child? 
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You and Your Family 

 

1. What is your date of birth? (Mother’s)                        _______  / _______  / ________ 

                                                                                                    Month          Day            Year 

2. What is your current marital status? 

____   Single, never married 

____   Married 

____   Separated 

____   Divorced 

____   Widowed 

3. Including yourself, how many adults age 18 and older live in your household? 

______ Number of adults 

 

4. Including your child, how many children age 17 and younger live in your household? 

______ Number of children 

 

5. Has the participating child been diagnosed with a developmental delay? 

___________________________________________________ 

6. What is the highest grade or year of regular school that you have completed? 

____    Less than High School 

____   Some High School 

____   High school diploma, GED 

____    Some college 
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____   Associate’s degree 

____    Bachelors’ degree 

____   Graduate degree       

____   Other    Please specify ____________________________ 

7. Do you currently work 

____ Full-time (30 or more hours per week) 

____ Part-time (less than 30 hours per week) 

____ Seasonally (during certain times of the year) 

____ Not at all 

8. If you are employed, what is your current occupation? 

____________________________________________ 

 

9. What is the highest grade or year of regular school that your child’s father has 

completed? 

____    Less than High School 

____   Some High School 

____   High school diploma, GED 

____    Some college 

____   Associate’s degree 

____    Bachelors’ degree 

____   Graduate degree       

 ____   Other    Please specify ____________________________ 

10. Does your child’s father currently work 
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____ Full-time (30 or more hours per week) 

____ Part-time (less than 30 hours per week) 

____ Seasonally (during certain times of the year) 

____ Not at all 

11. If your child’s father is employed, what is his current occupation? 

_____________________________________________________ 

 

12. What is your annual household income? 

 


