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Abstract

The objective of this study is to review approaches, hypotheses
modeling reading comprehension in the first and second/
foreign languages. Mastering reading comprehension in foreign
languages requires complex skills. Learners’ experiences in
reading in their first language can either support the
development of their reading skills in the second or foreign

language or they can become a source of interference. The
contribution of the first language reading abilities to the second
language reading skills highly depends on the similarities or the
differences between the two languages and the learners’
language competence in the second language. Fostering
metalinguistic awareness is proposed to improve reading skills
regardless of the differences between languages. Metalinguistic
awareness is children’s skill to objectify the language and pay
attention to how the language works. Tasks related to the
meaning and structure of the words, sentence parsing develop
children’s thinking skills and by this they can develop into better
readers in both languages.

1 Introduction

Development of reading skills has always been important because the ability to read opens
opportunities for people to learn more about the world. Research studies show that there is a link
between good reading skills and overall attainment [8]. Thus reading acquisition in the first and
second or foreign languages has become increasingly important. Good readers can become
successful in different walks of life. Good readers are able to build a better vocabulary, acquire
new knowledge and their language skills develop as well. Reading improves memory and
language skills. However, weak readers try to avoid reading and they do not develop into better
readers. They obtain grades below the average in all subjects. Under a certain level weak reading
skills deprive people of making progress at school. As a result, weak reading skills threaten
people’s educational achievements [3].

The growing demand for workforce with developed literacy skills influence education systems
which should prepare young people to meet the criteria of the labour market and future employers.
The effectiveness of school education is measured by different tests, which assess the extent to
which students acquired key knowledge and skills, which are essential for full participation in
modern societies. The international surveys show that Hungarian students must improve their
reading skills. Consequently, education must find the ways to facilitate enhancing literacy skill [8].
Acquisition of reading skills in the mother tongue lays the foundation for developing reading skills in
foreign language skills. Even in the case of advanced level learners of English it is very difficult to
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exclude the mother tongue interference, especially when there is a difficult and complex concept is
to be discussed and a precise definition is crucial [4] [6] [13] [17] [21].

2 The linguistic background of reading comprehension

The development of reading theories has led the researchers to the finding that word identification
is a key factor in comprehension. Although brain research has revealed some important facts
about cognitive processes which take place during the semantic processing of printed text, there
are still debates about how exactly the reading process takes place and what are the most
important factors that contribute to reading [19]. It is generally accepted that comprehension
consists of two parts: decoding and comprehension. Decoding means turning the visual signals
(graphemes) into phonemes. Comprehension means understanding the written words.
Comprehension is linked to word recognition, vocabulary and language skills. Figure 1 shows the
complex system which describes how the different linguistic elements take part in both decoding
and comprehension. The reading system network is the basis of word identification models for the
development of reading skills and reading difficulties [19]. Mental lexicon has primary importance
since it links the word identification and the comprehension system. Figure 1 shows that
morphology and syntax play an important role both as part of the linguistic system and it supports
processing semantic information. The model represents all important factors of comprehension.
The figure demonstrates the different processes of comprehension: decoding, word identification,
retrieval of meaning, building of components, inferencing and utilizing different sources of
knowledge in different ways. The Reading System Framework also shows the processes which
take place in the Mental Lexicon and indicates the interaction among the different levels [19].
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Figurel. Reading system framework [19]

Reading works similarly in all alphabetic languages [19]. Therefore, educational research carried
out in bilinguals might help understand how reading skills in the first and second or foreign languages
relate to each other. Bilingualism is a phenomenon when a person can speak more than one
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language. There are different hypotheses about how first language reading skills influence the second
language reading skills. The Linguistic Threshold Hypothesis argues that students must have a
sufficient amount of second language competence to make effective use of skills and strategies of
their mother tongue reading comprehension abilities. This hypothesis claims that good L1 reading
skills cannot be automatically transferred into L2 reading skills. The second language knowledge
(vocabulary, morphology syntax) is of primary importance in the process of becoming a good reader
in the second or foreign language. However, advanced L2 learners can utilize their good first
language reading skills when reading in the second language. For advanced second language
learners the relationship between L1 and L2 reading skills becomes bidirectional which means that
reading skills in one language support the development of reading skills in the other language. The
developmental independence hypothesis suggests that reading experiences gained with the first
language reading can promote the development controlling both languages [10] [21].

Another aspect of examining the process of reading in different languages is connected to word
recognition which is linked to the basic reading skills. It is an interesting question that besides
advanced L2 language skills what other factors support developing reading skills in L2. Studies
regarding the reading skills of bilingual children found that the presentation of a word in one language
activates orthographic, phonological, and semantic representations of all known languages. Bilinguals
recognise the cognate words more quickly than monolinguals. Cognates are words that have the
same origin as another word, or are related in some way to another word. Van Assche et al.
investigated whether knowledge of a second language may still influence lexical access in a native-
language sentence context. They presented the exact same cognates and controls in a native-
language sentence context, and monitored participants’ eye movements. The representations of a
nondominant language, which was not relevant for text comprehension, were activated strongly
enough to affect word recognition in the native tongue. When bilingual people read in their native
language the second language is also activated in their brain. It was also supposed that the similarity
of the languages might influence the extent the reading skills in the first language can facilitate
developing reading skills in the second or foreign language [24]. It means that it is easier to learn a
second or a foreign language when the first and the second languages are more similar to each other.

3 Metacognition and reading skills

Cognitive skills are crucial factors in reading skills. Linguistic processing has of primary importance
especially in reading acquisition; however, reading is also perceived as information processing.
Development of cognitive skills supports reading development in the first and in the second
languages as well. The preconditions of early reading development include cognitive skills as
working memory and phonological awareness. Phonological awareness belongs to metalinguistic
skills. Figure 2 shows the structure of metacognitive skills and the system of metalinguistic skills.
Metacognition encompasses awareness and understanding of one's own thought processes [12].
Metacognitive skills include different dimensions which gradually develop throughout school years.
These dimensions consist of the individual’s knowledge regarding memory, learning, linguistics,
attention and social cognition skills [11] [14] [15]. Metacognitive research has made a great impact
on literacy instruction in the last few decades. It is proposed that metalinguistic awareness
underpins the development of reading skills. Especially, skilled readers can make use of
metacognitive strategies to monitor their comprehension. Figure 2 describes the relationships
between metacognition and metalinguistics. Metalinguistic awareness is comprised of
phonological, semantic, syntactic and pragmatic awareness [16]. As it was mentioned phonological
awareness is important at the onset of reading acquisition, it is the skill to reflect on, to identify and
manipulate phonemes, semantic awareness is linked to recognising the meaning of words,
syntactic awareness is a skill to understand the relationships among the words in the sentence,
pragmatic awareness is explicit knowledge about pragmatics.

Metacognitive strategies are designed to monitor and control one’s own cognitive activities, for
example, reading and ensure that a cognitive goal is reached. [20]. Metacognitive experiences are
also important in reading development in the first and second languages. They are connected to

54



The relationship between Reading skills and metalinguistic awareness

self-efficacy. Success, failure, frustration or satisfaction may determine interest or willingness to
pursue similar tasks in the future. [18].

Metalinguistic knowledge means that the reader knows the structure of the language, how the
texts are developed. Metalinguistic awareness is the ability to analyse, to talk and think about
language as an object, independent of the concrete meaning of each word. Metalinguistic skills
allow people to observe and control their use of language. Metalinguistic awareness is a type of
metacognition, it is the skill to regard language as a code and distinguish it from its symbolic
meaning. This cognitive skill also helps to understand language and its structure. Metalinguistic
awareness skills can be a strong predictor of language development and ability to learn new
languages. [16]
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Figure 2 Relationships between metacognition and metalinguistics [20] [22]

There are three views on the nature of metalinguistic awareness. According to the first view,
metalinguistic awareness appears at the beginning of the language acquisition process. The
second one argues that it emerges when formal schooling begins, and the third one supposes that
it develops after the child is introduced to formal schooling. In psychology, awareness is always
connected with perception or knowledge of something. Accurate reportability of something
perceived or known is widely used as a behavioural index of conscious awareness. However, it is
possible to be aware of something without being explicitly conscious of it [16]. Metalinguistic
awareness is important in learning to read, spell and understand words. It explains a portion of the
otherwise unexplained variance in comprehension scores, when other important variables have
been controlled. [16].

Decoding problems are associated with phonological awareness. Phonological awareness
refers to the understanding of and access to the sound structure of spoken language, that is, the
consciousness that oral language can be broken down into individual words, and words into
phonemes. Csépe (2006) points out that phonological awareness is the ability to break the inner
structure of the word into small parts analyze and manipulate the phonemes [9]. A main theoretical
framework has been recently proposed which assumes that during reading acquisition, students
learn to find shared grain sizes in orthography and in phonology [26].

Morphological awareness is also considered to be a metalinguistic skill. Morphological
awareness is linked to semantic awareness. If students increase their knowledge of morphological
awareness, they become aware that words which share the same root are similar in form and
meaning. Morphological awareness also includes knowledge of common suffixes and prefixes [5].
Morphological awareness belongs to the cognitive processes; and as a child grows in
morphological awareness, this can contribute to the child’s cognitive development in general. From
this point of view, it is obvious that morphological awareness supports both the development of
literacy and cognitive skills, and it could also have an impact on reading comprehension skills [5]
[25]. Syntactic awareness is referred to as the awareness of how sentences and texts are
constructed, and the ability to understand how the language works on a sentence level. Pragmatic
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awareness involves knowledge of the rules underlying appropriate language use in particular
communicative situations [1].

Children experience metalinguistic difficulties during reading activities. Recognising syllables,
words, phrases and sentence boundaries can be challenging. The application of metacognitive
reading strategies (making inferences, predictions) can also pose a challenge. Metacognitive
reading strategies include making inferences and predictions related to the text. Metalinguistic
needs include highlighting schema and explaining them to foster comprehension. Highlighting
word boundaries and practising playing with word components are also beneficial. Children should
practise segmenting words into morphemes [7].Ways to promote metalinguistic awareness consist
of teaching multiple meanings of words (homonyms) [27]. Retelling stories, identifying morphemes,
teaching figurative language and humour contribute to the development of academic performance.
Metacogniton involves a higher level of cognitive process; therefore, teachers will be more aware
of their students’ cognitive and basic skill development. Metacogniton literacy instruction might help
lifelong learners and writers who enjoy reading and writing and use literacy to improve and make
their society better [21]. Applying metacognitive strategies to teaching reading is beneficial since
metacogniton helps find the correct method to solve an individual task [20].

Conclusions

The aim of this paper was to discuss various models, approaches and hypotheses on reading
comprehension in the first and second or foreign languages. Reading seems to show a number of
similarities in all alphabetic languages. The comprehensive model of reading comprehension
includes all the components of comprehension in which word recognition plays the most important
part [19]. The contribution of the first language reading skills to the second language reading skills
depends on multiple factors The learners’ experiences in their first language can either facilitate
the development of their reading skills in the second or foreign language or they can cause
interference.. The similarities or the differences between the languages are important, and having
sufficient language knowledge in the second/foreign language can influence the transfer as well.
[13]. Besides linguistic processing, cognitive skills are also crucial in the development of the first
and second language reading skills. Metalinguistic awareness is proposed to facilitate developing
reading skills in different languages irrespectively of their orthographic and linguistic systems.
Metalinguistic instruction can enhance the positive transfer between the mother tongue and foreign
language reading skills [16]. In addition, tasks related to the meanings, structure of the words,
sentences and texts foster children’s thinking skills and by this they can develop into better readers
in both languages.
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