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The present study set out to investigate the recognition of cognates by youngmulti-
lingual learners of English as a foreign language.While there is awealth of research
on the role of cognates in vocabulary recognition by bilingual children, much less is
known in relation to bilinguals learning a foreign language with limited exposure
to that language. The specific research questions that guided the study were: (1)
to what extent do young Spanish-Catalan bilingual learners of English recognise
English cognate words over non-cognate words in the PPVT test? and (2) what
are the respective roles of age (7 vs. 9 years) and amount of exposure to English
in cognate word recognition and non-cognate word recognition? Do these factors
have the same roles in non-cognate word recognition? To answer these questions,
the study examined the extent to which young learners recognised cognates in the
Peabody picture vocabulary test (PPVT) (Dunn & Dunn 2007). Participants were
170 children distributed into a group of 7 year-olds and a group of 9 year-olds. They
were all Spanish-Catalan bilinguals, so that English was their third language. The
results of the analyses indicated that age was the strongest determinant of cog-
nate word recognition, whereas hours of exposure was the stronger predictor of
non-cognate word recognition.

1 Introduction

An important issue in studies in second language (L2) learning is whether learn-
ers can use their first language (L1) vocabulary knowledge to identify, interpret,
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and use target language vocabulary (Méndez Pérez et al. 2010). Cognates are de-
fined as word pairs in two different languages that share both meaning (trans-
lation equivalents) and form (phonological or orthographic similarity) (Kohnert
et al. 2004). This definition subsumes three types of cognates: words that are
phonologically similar and orthographically identical, words that are phonolog-
ically similar but orthographically different, and false cognates in which words
are phonologically and orthographically similar but not related in meaning (e.g.,
Spanish embarazada and English embarrassed) (e.g., Rodríguez 2001).

Cognates have been extensively studied in language processing and learning
in bilinguals, but their role in foreign language learning has been somehow ne-
glected in research in spite of the fact that it has always been commonly ac-
knowledged that closely related languages are easier and faster to learn. In fact,
one manifestation of cross-linguistic influence or transfer is that learning a new
language will be facilitated by the resemblance of that language with a language
or languages known to the learner, in particular in receptive tasks (Ringbom
2007). This is the case of cognate words, which will be more likely noticed by
the learner in the input and thus also more likely processed and retained in long-
term memory. Certainly, research on L2 vocabulary learning has shown that the
lexico-semantic representations of new words are better established when they
overlap with the native language at form-based linguistic levels (orthography
and phonology). In other words, cognates are easier to learn and integrate into
the lexicon (e.g., Ellis & Beaton 1993; De Groot & van Hell 2005).

One of the reasons for the relative neglect of cognates in foreign language
learning research in the last decades has been the emphasis on the use of the
target language in the classroom downplaying the role of the learners’ native
language, although this is currently changing thanks to the influence of teach-
ing perspectives favouring translanguaging in the classroom, which entails using
one language to reinforce the other (e.g., Williams 2002; García & Lin 2016). In
addition, communicative language teaching has been somehow perceived as in
opposition to explicit approaches to teaching, precluding the teacher’s promo-
tion of learners’ metalinguistic awareness. This has been especially the case in
the young learners’ classroom. However, although there are few pedagogically
oriented studies on the use of cognates (see Otwinowska 2016), there is now some
evidence that instruction designed to raise cross-linguistic awareness of cognates
helps school learners recognise similarities between words that were previously
unnoticed (White & Horst 2012), which can boost learners’ vocabulary and gen-
eral L2 proficiency. The main aim of the current study is to shed more light on
children’s ability to recognise cognates by examining young foreign language
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learners’ recognition of cognates and the role of age and exposure to (or con-
tact with)1 the foreign language. In addition, the study gathers evidence from
bilingual (Spanish-Catalan) learners of a third language (English), which will be
especially valuable for future studies addressing differences in cognate recogni-
tion in different multilingual constellations.

2 Literature review

2.1 Cognate processing: the cognate facilitation effect

The cognate facilitation effect refers to the well-documented finding in bilingual
studies that cognate words are easier and faster to recognise than non-cognate
words (e.g., Caramazza & Brones 1979; Costa et al. 2000). There is a wealth of
research on cognate processing (e.g., van Hell & De Groot 1998; Dijkstra et al.
1999), with important implications for theories of the bilingual mental lexicon/-
models of lexical access. A well-established finding from studies on lexical access
is that word recognition in a second (or foreign) language is influenced by the
native language (e.g., Kroll & Dijkstra 2002) and that the degree of reliance on
the native language depends upon L2 proficiency.

Research has pointed out that the cognate facilitation effect decreases as a
function of proficiency, possibly suggesting lower reliance on native language
representations at higher proficiency levels (Kroll et al. 2010). Confirmation of
this relationship was also found in a study with adult foreign language learners
by Casaponsa et al. (2015) in which they explored the strength of the cognate
effect as a predictor factor of reading comprehension in two groups of English as
a foreign language (EFL) learners at different levels of proficiency. The cognate
effect was measured by subtracting reaction times to cognate words from reac-
tion times to non-cognate words in a lexical decision task. The cognate effect
was found to be a significant predictor of reading comprehension scores for both
groups, but the relationship was positive for the lower proficiency group (level
A2 of the CEFR), whereas the degree of reliance on cross-linguistic similarity
appeared inversely related to reading comprehension achievement in learners
at the relatively higher level of proficiency (level B1). According to Casaponsa
and colleagues, this finding suggests a decrease on the strength of L1 reliance
in favour of the direct links between L2 lexical representations and semantic
concepts, in line with the predictions of current theoretical models (e.g., Kroll &
Stewart 1994).

1Although the term “contact” may be more adequate than “exposure” in that it also implies
productive use of the language, both terms are used indistinctly in this paper.
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Only a limited amount of research has addressed cognate processing in trilin-
guals (van Hell & Dijkstra 2002; Lemhöfer et al. 2004; Szubko-Sitarek 2011;
Poarch & van Hell 2012). A pioneer study was conducted by van Hell & Dijkstra
(2002) with two groups of trilingual young adults, with Dutch as their native lan-
guage and English and French as foreign languages. In one group, participants’
proficiency in English (L2) was higher than in French (L3), and in the other group
their proficiency levels in L2 and L3were comparable. The aim of the studywas to
examine whether knowledge of a weaker language would influence performance
on words in the dominant language (L1). Participants were presented with word
stimuli in their L1; one set of words were cognates with English, one set were
cognates with French, and one set consisted of non-cognates. The study found
that word association and lexical decision times in the two groups of trilinguals
were shorter for words that were cognates with their L2 translations than for
words that were non-cognates. For words that were cognates with their L3 trans-
lations, a cognate effect was only found in the group with high proficiency in
that language.

In otherwords, a cognate advantagewas noticeable onlywhen the speakerwas
relatively proficient in the non-native language. Similar results were obtained in
a study with young children including L2 learners, bilinguals and trilinguals by
Poarch & van Hell (2012). Results indicated a bidirectional cognate facilitation
effect but only for bilinguals and trilinguals. For L2 learners only an effect from
L1 to L2 was found, which led Poarch & van Hell to conclude that lower lev-
els of proficiency in an additional language allows only limited cross-linguistic
activation.

2.2 Children’s recognition of cognates

Research that focuses on the spontaneous recognition of cognates by children
who have not been instructed to recognise them is especially interesting for the
present study. Most research about these children’s ability to use cognates as a
vocabulary learning strategy or their ability to recognise cognates indicates that,
like adults, bilingual and trilingual children also show a cognate facilitation effect
(Poarch & van Hell 2012; Potapova et al. 2016).

Most studies with bilingual children in the US have employed the Peabody pic-
ture vocabulary test (PPVT; Dunn & Dunn 1981; 1997), a standardised receptive
vocabulary test, to investigate the potential for a cognate advantage. Umbel et al.
(1992) evaluated first graders’ performance on the PPVT and the Spanish version,
test de vocabulario en imágenes Peabody (TVIP; Dunn et al. 1986). Children from
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Spanish monolingual and Spanish-English bilingual homes in US achieved simi-
lar overall scores on both tests and children responded correctly to cognates and
non-cognates at about the same rate (68% vs. 67%). In a second study, Umbel &
Oller (1994) tested first, third, and sixth graders using the same instruments. The
rate of response was similar holding at 60% for the cognates and 65% for the non-
cognates. These researchers concluded that children do not employ awareness
of cognates as a vocabulary learning strategy. In the study by Cunningham &
Graham (2000), participants were a group of fifth and sixth grade English-native
students in a Spanish immersion programme and a parallel group of monolingual
English children. The results showed that on cognate items in the PPVT-revised
(PPVT-R; Dunn&Dunn 1981) the bilingual group did better than themonolingual
group, thanks to the positive transfer from Spanish to English, which provides
evidence that cognate transfer operates in both directions. In another study, Kel-
ley & Kohnert (2012) investigated the existence of a cognate advantage in a group
of typically developing 8–13 years old Spanish-speaking English-language learn-
ers in the US. The cognate advantage was operationalised as the substraction of
the proportion of non-cognate items answered correctly from the proportion of
cognate items answered correctly. Kelley & Kohnert used a graded method for
objectively classifying crosslinguistic overlap at the phonological level between
English and Spanish translation equivalents in the PPVT: the crosslinguistic over-
lap scale for phonology (COSP). This scale indexes the degree of phonological
overlap with respect to four different features: initial sound, number of sylla-
bles, percentage of overlapping consonants, and percentage of overlapping vow-
els (Kohnert et al. 2004: 548). On this basis, participants’ accuracy on cognates
was estimated at three levels of difficulty, which added information about indi-
viduals’ performance complementing the finding of a cognate advantage. Kelly
& Kohnert found that at the group level, participants demonstrated a cognate
advantage but with large within-group variation. They also found that age pre-
dicted significant amounts of variance in cognate performance on the receptive
test (PPVT-3; Dunn & Dunn 1997). Kelley & Kohnert argued that the children’s
growing cognate sensitivity may be the result of growing metalinguistic skills.

Other studies have used different tests to investigate cognate recognition. For
example, Malabonga et al. (2008) designed the cognate awareness test (CAT) to
measure bilingual Spanish-English third, fourth and fifth graders’ awareness of
cognates. They report that children demonstrated sensitivity to cognate status
and that the recognition of cognates increased with age. The CAT was adminis-
tered in written form, which may also explain the better performance of older
children with higher levels of orthography and literacy. Other authors such as
Méndez Pérez et al. (2010) have also attributed differences in findings to the appli-
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cation of basal and ceiling rules in the PPVT. They used the picture vocabulary
subtest of the TOLD-P:3 (test of language development primary; Newcomer &
Hammill 1997) with kindergarten and first graders, and the criteria selection of
cognates was that the two words share three phonemes. In this test cognates
are represented in comparable proportions in the first and second halves of the
test, suggesting that they are of comparable difficulty level relative to the non-
cognates. Méndez Pérez and colleagues found that performance on cognate sta-
tus was related to the children’s amount of language exposure: high Spanish
exposure bilinguals performed higher on cognates than high English exposure
bilinguals and vice versa. No differences were found in cognate recognition be-
tween kindergarten and first graders: very young children “may not be overtly
aware of cognates, but they are sensitive to them and use their knowledge to
respond correctly to items presented verbally” (2010: 7).

Bosma et al. (2019) studied Frisian-Dutch bilingual children’s performance on
a Frisian receptive vocabulary test at three times (age 5 and 6 at time 1, age 6 and
7 at time 2, age 7 and 8 at time 3). Based on previous findings (Méndez Pérez et al.
2010; Dijkstra 2013) showing that intensity of exposure has an influence on the
cognate effect, children were distributed into three groups of exposure to Frisian.
The degree of cross-language similarity was operationalised using four different
cognate categories, and these were evenly distributed over the task. The results
showed that the overlap between Frisian and Dutchwords helped childrenwith a
low intensity of exposure to Frisian to understand Frisianwords that are cognates
to Dutch, though for children with high intensity of exposure, no differences be-
tween cognate and non-cognate recognition were found. Moreover, the more
similar were the words to Dutch, the easier were they to understand. An effect
of time was also found in that children improved their sensitivity to words with a
lower degree of cross-language similarity. Bosma and colleagues conclude from
these findings that for bilingual children, the activation of semantic and phono-
logical representations of both languages depends on the cross-language overlap
of a cognate pair, thus implying a gradual cognate facilitation effect.

2.3 Cognates in FL learning by young school learners

From time to time, studies conducted with school children have shown the in-
fluence on learning outcomes of the language distance between the learners’ L1
and the foreign language (e.g., Bild & Swain 1989; D’Ydewalle & van de Poel
1999). More recently, research has also highlighted the benefits that the close-
ness between the native language and the target language may grant very young
learners. For example, Unsworth et al. (2015), when comparing grade 1 and grade
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2 Dutch learners of English with different amounts of instruction hours, found
that a control group without English instruction also did significantly better on
the PPVT test with time. The researchers’ suggestion is that because the Dutch
vocabulary of those children increased with age, so did the Dutch-English cog-
nates, which helped them recognise more words in the English test.

However, research specifically studying the role of cognates in young learners’
foreign language learning is still in relatively short supply. A recent exception
is the study by Goriot et al. (2018) which aimed at investigating the extent to
which phonological overlap between item-translation pairs predicts the perfor-
mance on the PPVT-4 of five different groups of Dutch young learners of English.
Goriot and colleagues used a continuous measure, the phonological Levenshtein
distance (Schepens et al. 2013), to determine phonological similarity between
pairs of items; this measure showed a high correlation with a subjective mea-
sure obtained from a group of Dutch-L1 raters. The study also focused on word
frequency (in Dutch and English) and its potential predictive role in different age
and exposure groups. Their findings show that phonological similarity between
Dutch and English words was a positive and significant predictor of pupils’ per-
formance on the test. This result was found across all age groups: in primary
school children (4–5, 8–9, and 11–12 year-olds) and in secondary school children
(12–13 and 14–15 year-olds), and the effect was larger for older than for younger
children.

Other recent studies with young foreign language learners have taken a com-
parative perspective, focusing on the role of cognates in the degree of difficulty
that the same target language represents for learners with different native lan-
guages. An example is the study of a large group of fourth graders (10–11 years
old) across seven European countries by Lindgren & Muñoz (2013). These re-
searchers found that cognate linguistic distance, a measure of the degree of re-
latedness of the learners’ L1 to the target language (Dyen et al. 1992), together
with out-of-school contact, predicted a large part of the variance in the learners’
listening and reading comprehension test scores. Furthermore, cognate linguis-
tic distance explained more variance in listening comprehension than in reading
comprehension. The study by Muñoz et al. (2018) also provides comparative ev-
idence of the very strong role played by cognates in the acquisition of the same
foreign language by young learners with different native languages. In this study,
the researchers compared the English receptive grammar skills of two groups of
7- and 9-year-old L1-Danish children at the beginning of English instruction and
two groups of L1-Spanish-Catalan children of the same age after several years of
instruction. As a measure of cognate recognition skills, these researchers used a
cognate recognition index calculated from the proportion of cognates that were
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recognised in the PPVT-4. The results showed that Danish children’s receptive
knowledge of English prior to school instruction was largely similar to that of
Spanish children after several years of instruction, and the strongest predictor
of outcomes was the respective groups’ cognate recognition skills, followed by
out-of-school contact with English. Another finding of the study was that the
9-year olds attained higher mean scores than the 7-year olds, but this result may
be seen as the result of instruction and exposure only in the case of the Spanish
learners. The advantage of the older over the younger Danish children on the
receptive vocabulary test appears to be an effect of their older age. Because of
their older age, the 9-year olds had a larger vocabulary in Danish, which likely
helped them recognise more cognate words in English (as suggested for Dutch
children by Unsworth et al. 2015), and they seemingly had a superior crosslin-
guistic awareness that also helped them recognise words in a language that is
close to their L1 (Otwinowska 2016).

All together, it seems that the effect of cognates may be pervasive across differ-
ent learning settings, for both adults and children, and for bilingual, trilingual,
and foreign language learners. However, results of studies may have been af-
fected by the type of test, method of classification of cognate status, selection
of cognates, or test scoring. Unclear results have been obtained in relation to an
increase in cognate recognition with age or grade level, as seen above, and the
effect of age and exposure may have not been totally dissociated in some studies.

3 Method

This study aims at exploring the role of phonological cognates in vocabulary
recognition by young foreign language learners and, in particular, to throwmore
light on the role that age and amount of exposure to the language may have.
While there is a wealth of research on the role of cognates in vocabulary recogni-
tion by bilingual children, much less is known in relation to bilinguals learning
a foreign language with limited exposure to that language. The specific research
questions of the study are the following:

1. To what extent do young Spanish-Catalan bilingual learners of English
recognise English cognate words over non-cognate words in the PPVT
test?

2. What are the respective roles of age (7 vs. 9 years) and amount of exposure
to English in cognate word recognition? Do these factors have the same
roles in non-cognate word recognition?
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3.1 Participants

Participants were 170 children distributed into a group of 7 year-olds in grade 2
(𝑛 = 77; 42 males and 35 females) and a group of 9 year-olds in grade 4 (𝑛 = 93;
40 males and 53 females). They were all Spanish-Catalan bilinguals, so that En-
glish was their third language. Although Catalan is the language of the school in
Catalonia, Spanish is the majority language and its presence in the media and in
society is strong. Children may have Spanish or Catalan as the family language,
or both, and their type of bilingualism may be considered balanced in most cases.
Spanish and Catalan are two closely related Romance languages and their re-
spective cognate linguistic distance to English (Dyen et al. 1992) is very similar
(240 and 236, respectively).2 Participants came from four primary schools in the
area of Barcelona, and the schools varied in their provision of English instruc-
tion hours and even more so of CLIL (content and language integrated learning)
hours. It was a convenience sample offering large variability in the number of
contact hours, which allowed us to dissociate age and amount of contact hours
(see Table 6.1 in §4). Consent was obtained from the families through the schools.

3.2 Instrument and procedure

To assess children’s recognition of cognates, the Peabody picture vocabulary test,
fourth edition (PPVT-4) (Dunn & Dunn 2007) was used. This test is a picture-
selection test consisting of 228 items organised into 19 sets, containing 12 items
each. Children hear a word (e.g. “ball”) and have to choose the corresponding
picture from a set of four (a flower, a pumpkin, a ball, and a bird). For each learner,
the test administration stops when the learner does not answer more than eight
questions correctly in the same set.

The administration of the PPVT followed the manual indications with the ex-
ception that the test was given from the beginning to every child, independent
of their age (see Unsworth et al. 2015). The test was administered one-on-one at
the children’s schools and a female native speaker of Catalan (a model similar to
the children’s teachers) produced the oral stimuli for all children. Scoring proce-
dures followed the test manual. Raw scores for each child were calculated. The
maximum score on this test was 228.

2These values show the distance in a three-digit format, representing the percentage of the com-
pared cognates that the languages share: English and Spanish share 24.0 percent and English
and Catalan share 23.6 percent of cognates.
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3.3 Cognate selection and measures

First of all, items in the PPVT were categorised as cognates or non-cognates
based on etymology. Then, phonological cognates were selected from the larger
set of etymological or linguistic cognates, because the latter may not be identi-
fied when heard, even by adults (Stadthagen-González et al. 2013). This selection
eliminated linguistic cognates that have different phonological forms although
they could be recognised in written form or through training or instruction. Fol-
lowing Méndez Pérez et al. (2010) the criterion used was that the English word
shared three phonemes with the corresponding word in Spanish or Catalan (no
discrepancies between the two languages were found). For very short words such
as chef two equal phonemes were considered sufficient to determine cognate sta-
tus. This method yielded a list of cognate words that perfectly correlated with the
list obtained from a group of 10 naïve adult Spanish-Catalan L1 speakers (with
very little or no knowledge of English), who were asked to provide translation
equivalents of the words in the PPVT. Words were read aloud (without pictures)
with the aim of verifying the degree to which cognates could be identified phono-
logically. Based on the responses, the category of sound-based or phonological
cognate was decided where more than 50% of the responses given were accurate
(see a similar procedure in Stadthagen-González et al. 2013).

The number of English-Spanish/Catalan cognates the participants were ex-
posed to was 48, because none of the children could go beyond set 11 (see Ap-
pendix for the list of 48 cognate words). As a consequence of the administration
procedure (see above), not all children were exposed to the same number of cog-
nates, which made it necessary to use a measure that took into account both
the number of cognate words recognised by each child and the number of cog-
nate words the child had been exposed to (see Muñoz et al. 2018). Thus, using
the responses of each participant to PPVT items, the following calculations were
made:

a. the total number of words heard (individual ceiling);

b. the total number of correct responses on cognates and non-cognate words;

c. a cognate recognition index (CRI) defined as the total number of cognate
words correctly identified out of the total number of cognate words heard,
which measures the degree of recognition for cognate items;

d. a non-cognate recognition index (NCRI) defined as the total number of non-
cognate words correctly identified out of the total number of non-cognate
words heard and used as a measure of the degree of recognition for non-
cognate items.
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Age 7 or 9 corresponded to grades 2 and 4, respectively, and this is the variable
used in the analyses. As for amount of exposure to English, it was decided to in-
clude the sum of both hours of English instruction and CLIL hours in the analysis.
This follows from the assumption (confirmed by the participants’ teachers) that
cognates are not the focus of explicit attention in the English class. Therefore, the
total number of hours of contact with English, both in English subject classes and
in content subject classes where English was used as the medium of instruction,
was deemed to be a better measure of exposure or contact with English. It needs
to be reminded that amount of contact hours with the English language is largely
independent of grade because schools varied in their provision of English.

4 Results

Table 6.1 provides the descriptive statistics for the total number of correct re-
sponses (PPVT raw scores), the cognate recognition index (CRI), the non-cognate
recognition index (NCRI) and the amount of exposure to English in English les-
sons (EFL Hours) and in English and CLIL lessons.

Table 6.1: Descriptive statistics

PPVT CRI NCRI EFL Hours EFL+CLIL Hours

Group M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

7 yrs/Grade 2
(N = 77)

30.08 17.67 0.64 0.17 0.49 0.08 281.92 123.25 385.94 175.27

9 yrs/Grade 4
(N = 93)

59.03 28.43 0.74 0.11 0.55 0.07 525.21 138.82 858.02 299.01

In order to answer the first research question, which asked whether these
young Spanish-Catalan learners of English would recognise cognate words bet-
ter than non-cognate words, the proportion of correct cognates out of the cog-
nates they heard (CRI) and the proportion of correct non-cognates out of the non-
cognates they heard (NCRI) were compared first for the two groups together. Out-
liers were recoded to the highest and lowest reasonable score (max±1). A test of
normality (Shapiro-Wilk) showed that the variable CRI was still not normally dis-
tributed. Accordingly, the difference was tested with a related-samplesWilcoxon
signed rank test. The test indicated that cognates were more frequently recog-
nised (median = 0.71) than non-cognates (median = 0.53) and the effect size
is large, 𝑍 = −9.97, 𝑝 < 0.001, 𝑟 = 0.54. Subsequent related-samples Wilcoxon
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signed rank tests with grade 2 and grade 4 separately confirmed that the dif-
ference is statistically significant in both groups (see Figures 6.1–6.2). For the
younger group, in grade 2, the results indicated that the participants recognised
cognates (median = 0.67) more accurately than non-cognates (median = 0.50),
𝑍 = −5.89, 𝑝 < 0.001, 𝑟 = 0.47. Likewise, the older children, in grade 4, recog-
nised cognates (median = 0.76) more accurately than non-cognates (median =
0.56) 𝑍 = −8.08, 𝑝 < 0.001, 𝑟 = 0.59. The effect sizes were large in both cases.

Furthermore, to see if the difference in cognate recognition between the two
age groups is statistically significant, an independent samples Mann-Whitney 𝑈
test was conducted. The difference in cognate recognition between 9-year-old
learners (median = 0.76) and 7-year-old learners (median = 0.67) was shown
to be significant, 𝑈 = 4901, 𝑝 < 0.001, 𝑟 = 0.32. Another independent sam-
ples Mann-Whitney U test also showed that 9-year-olds (median = 0.56) out-
performed 7-year-olds (median = 0.50) in non-cognate recognition. 𝑈 = 5176,
𝑝 < 0.001, 𝑟 = 0.38. The effect sizes were moderate.

The second research question was concerned with the respective role of age
(7 vs. 9 years) and amount of contact hours on cognate word recognition. A gen-
eralised linear mixed model (GLMM) analysis was calculated with CRI as the
dependent variable. Participants were nested into age groups and groups into
schools. Age and contact hours (the sum of English instruction and CLIL hours)
were the fixed factors; there was no multicollinearity between these two vari-
ables (VIF < 3). School was introduced as a random intercept. The results, dis-
played in Table 6.2, show that there was a significant effect of age (𝑝 < 0.01),
with the younger group scoring lower than the older group by about 0.12 points
when all other factors were held constant. In contrast, the factor contact hours
did not show a significant effect.

Table 6.2: Parameter estimates from the model for CRI

Fixed effects

Parameters Estimate SE 𝑡 𝑝-value [95% CI]

Intercept 0.77 0.08 10.13 0.000 0.620 0.921
Age/Gradea −0.12 0.04 −2.91 0.004 −0.199 0.038
Contact hours 6.24 × 10−5 8.39 × 10−5 −0.74 0.458 0.000 0.000

aAge 7/Grade 2 is the reference group
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Figure 6.1: Boxplot of CRI per age/grade level

Figure 6.2: Boxplot of NCRI per age/grade level
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A similar analysis was conducted to assess the role of age and contact hours
on these children’s recognition of non-cognate words. As displayed in Table 6.3,
age was not a significant predictor of non-cognate word recognition, but there
was a main effect of total hours of contact (𝑝 < 0.01). In other words, the higher
the amount of contact hours with English, the more non-cognate words were
known (although the increase that an average child would experience for every
1 extra hour is extremely small).

Table 6.3: Parameter estimates from the model for NCRI

Fixed effects

Parameters Estimate SE t 𝑝-value [95% CI]

Intercept 0.47 0.03 15.45 0.000 0.407 0.527
Age/Gradea −0.02 0.02 −0.87 0.386 −0.053 0.021
Contact hours 9.701 × 10−5 3.578 × 10−5 2.71 0.007 2.637 × 10−5 0.000

aAge 7/Grade 2 is the reference group

5 Discussion

In order to answer the first research question, which asked whether young Span-
ish-Catalan learners of English as a third language recognise cognate words bet-
ter than non-cognate words, the proportion of correct answers to cognates and
the proportion of correct answers to non-cognates were compared. The results
indicated that these learners spontaneously relied on phonological similarity as a
strategy to match the word they heard with the meaning provided by the picture
they chose. As seen above, this cognate advantage was not found in the studies
by Umbel et al. (1992) and Umbel & Oller (1994) with Spanish-speaking children
in English immersion programmes in the US. One possible explanation may be
that they included all linguistic cognates in the analysis, some of which may not
have been recognised by the children because of pronunciation differences. The
results of the current study line up with most previous results, such as those by
Cunningham & Graham (2000) also using the PPVT with English-monolingual
and English-Spanish bilingual children and showing higher recognition of cog-
nate words by the latter. A cognate advantage was also found in the study by Kel-
ley & Kohnert (2012) with Spanish-speaking English-language learners using the
PPVT and a scale indexing cognate overlap and degree of difficulty. With young
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foreign language learners, Goriot et al. (2018) found that phonological similarity
between Dutch and English words was a positive and significant predictor of
pupils’ performance on the PPVT.

Another finding of the current study is that, although both 7-year olds and 9
year-olds showed a large and significant difference in the proportion of correct
answers to cognate items and non-cognate items, the older children significantly
outperformed the younger children in both groups of items. This result is in line
with the result obtained by Malabonga et al. (2008), who found that the recogni-
tion of cognates by bilingual Spanish-English children increased with age in their
first, third, and fifth graders. However, the test in that study was administered in
written form, which may also explain the better performance of older children
with higher levels of orthography and literacy. The current study also revealed
a better performance by the older children group, but the test was administered
in oral form, which avoids the confounding effect of literacy. The older advan-
tage in cognate recognition has also been found in recent studies with bilingual
children (Bosma et al. 2019) and young foreign language learners (Goriot et al.
2018; Muñoz et al. 2018). The explanation of this age advantage may be found in
the concurrent development of metalinguistic skills (Muñoz 2006; 2014; Kelley &
Kohnert 2012) and of L1 vocabulary size (Unsworth et al. 2015) with age.

The issue of whether the older children’s advantage is an effect of age solely,
or of previous amount of exposure to English as well, was addressed by the anal-
yses pertaining to the second research question. A GLMM allowed us to account
for the variability introduced by the different schools. The analyses showed that
age was a very strong predictor of cognate recognition. On the other hand, the
factor contact hours (including English instruction hours as well as CLIL hours)
was not. This result is in line with the results of the first research question show-
ing the significant effect of age on cognate recognition and confirms findings
from previous research with bilingual children and with young foreign language
learners (see above). The fact that the age gap was relatively small (2 years) also
suggests that cognate awareness undergoes significant development between the
two age points examined in the current study (age 7 and 9). The fact that age and
contact hours could be dissociated here to some extent, because of the variabil-
ity in the provision of English in the different schools, yields evidence that the
effect of age on cognate-word recognition is stronger than the effect of contact
hours in the learners in the current study. In contrast to the results relative to
cognate word recognition, the results concerning non-cognate word recognition
showed that hours of contact with English was a stronger explanatory factor of
these children’s performance on non-cognate words than age. This finding was
not unexpected and may be certainly attributed to the differences in proficiency
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and vocabulary size resulting from the different amounts of instruction and con-
tact hours. However, the finding is valuable in showing a marked contrast be-
tween the results from cognate recognition and from non-cognate recognition,
respectively, validating and highlighting the strong influence of age and cognate
awareness on the former.

6 Conclusion and future perspectives

This study examined young learners’ recognition of English-Spanish/Catalan
cognate words through the analysis of their performance on the PPVT. It pro-
vided evidence of a cognate advantage in two different age groups (age 7 and 9)
as well as evidence of an age advantage in that the older group outperformed the
younger group in cognate recognition. The strong influence of age as an indicator
of children’s stage of cognate awareness has been highlighted by the results that
have contrasted the effects of age and contact hours on cognate and non-cognate
word recognition.

Based on these findings, several pedagogical implications can be inferred. The
study has revealed a cognate effect in young foreign language learners who have
not been instructed to rely on cross-linguistic similarities. Teachers could use this
incipient cognate awareness and foster it in the classroom to help young learners
build a substantial L2 vocabulary that acts as a springboard for further L2 devel-
opment, which would maximise classroom English language learning. Later on,
teachers could capitalise on learners’ spontaneous recognition of phonological
cognates to guide them through the phonological rules in the two languages (and
the respective grapho-phonemic rules to enhance their recognition of written
words; Lázaro Ibarrola 2010) in order to improve their vocabulary and compre-
hension.

This study is not without limitations. The first one is the use of the PPVT it-
self. Although the PPVT is probably the most popular test in this area, it may
not be totally adequate for bilingual or foreign language learners because it was
normed on a monolingual population. In addition, a test especially designed to
measure awareness of cognate pairs between specific languages may be prefer-
able (see Goriot et al. 2018; Leśniewska et al. 2018). Future research could look at
larger age differences to better appreciate changes in cognate recognition with
age. Longitudinal studies could also inform us of the developmental course. The
design of future studies could also try to control for the variable amount of con-
tact with the target language in order to shed more light on the respective predic-
tive power of the two variables in different combinations of age and amount of
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contact hours (including out-of-school hours; see Muñoz et al. 2018). Finally, an
issue that remains to be explored is the relationship between the cognate effect
and proficiency levels that are higher than the beginner levels in this study, since
there is some evidence of a decrease in cognate effect with adult foreign language
learners with intermediate proficiency levels (i.e., at B1 in Casaponsa et al. 2015).
Such a study should likely be conducted with older children than those in the
current study, who will be expected to have reached higher proficiency levels.
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Appendix A List of Spanish/Catalan cognates in the PPVT
(Sets 1–11)

banana – banana/banana
bus – (auto)bús/(auto)bús
painting – pintando/pintant
dancing – danzando/dansant
lamp – lámpara/làmpada
castle – castillo/castell
penguin – pingüino/pingüí
fountain – fuente/font
tunnel – túnel/túnel
diamond – diamante/diamant
calendar – calendario/calendari
panda – panda/panda
cactus – cactus/cactus
dentist – dentista/dentista
floating – flotando/flotant
uniform – uniforme/uniforme
gigantic – gigantesco/gegantí (gegantesc)
violin – violin/violí
group – grupo/grup
globe – globo/globus

chef – chef/xef
flamingo – flamenco/flamenc
chimney – chimenea/xemeneia
vegetable – vegetal/vegetal
hyena – hiena/hiena
horrified – horrorizado/horroritzat
pigeon – pichón (paloma)/colom
flaming – flambeado/flamejat
aquarium – acuario/aquari
reptile – reptil/rèptil
canoe – canoa/canoa
directing – dirigiendo/dirigint
digital – digital/digital
dissecting – diseccionando/diseccionant
predatory – predatorio/predatori
hydrant – hidrante/hidrant
surprised – sorprendido/sorprès
palm – palma/palma
clarinet – clarinete/clarinet
kiwi – kiwi/kiwi
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interviewing – entrevistando/entrevistant
pastry – pastel/pastís
assisting – asistiendo/assistint
fragile – frágil/fràgil

solo – solo/sol
inflated – inflado/inflat
trumpet – trompeta/trompeta
rodent – roedor/rosegador

References

Bild, Eva-Rebecca & Merrill Swain. 1989. Minority language students in a French
immersion programme: Their French proficiency. Journal of Multilingual and
Multicultural Development 10(3). 255–274. DOI: 10.1080/01434.9994377.

Bosma, Evelyn, Elma Blom, Eric Hoekstra & Versloot Arjen. 2019. A longitudinal
study on the gradual cognate facilitation effect in bilingual children’s Frisian
receptive vocabulary. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilin-
gualism 22(4). 371–385. DOI: 10.0050.2016.1254152.

Caramazza, Alfonso & Isabel Brones. 1979. Lexical access in bilinguals. Bulletin
of the Psychonomic Society 13. 212–214. DOI: 10.3758/BF03335062.

Casaponsa, Aina, Eneko Antón, Alejandro Pérez & Jon Andoni Duñabeitia. 2015.
Foreign language comprehension achievement: Insights from the cognate fa-
cilitation effect. Frontiers in Psychology 6. DOI: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00588.

Costa, Albert, Alfonso Caramazza & Núria Sebastian-Gallés. 2000. The cognate
facilitation effect: Implications for models of lexical access. Journal of Experi-
mental Psychology: Learning, Memory and Cognition 26(5). 1283–1296.

Cunningham, Thomas. H. & C. Ray Graham. 2000. Increasing native English vo-
cabulary recognition through Spanish: Cognate transfer from foreign to first
language. Journal of Educational Psychology 92. 37–49.

D’Ydewalle, Géry & Marijke van de Poel. 1999. Incidental foreign-language ac-
quisition by children watching subtitled television programs. Journal of Psy-
cholinguistic Research 28(3). 227–244. DOI: 10.1023/A:1023202130625.

De Groot, Annette M. B. & Janet G. van Hell. 2005. The learning of foreign lan-
guage vocabulary. In Judith F. Kroll & Annette M. B. De Groot (eds.),Handbook
of bilingualism: Psycholinguistic approaches, 9–29. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Dijkstra, Jelske. 2013. Growing up with Frisian and Dutch. Leeuwarden: Fryske
Akademy.

Dijkstra, Ton, Jonathan Grainger & Walter J. B. van Heuven. 1999. Recognition
of cognates and interlingual homographs: The neglected role of phonology.
Journal of Memory and Language 41. 496–518. DOI: 10.1006/jmla.1999.2654.

Dunn, Lloyd M. & Douglas M. Dunn. 2007. Peabody picture vocabulary test.
4th edn. Bloomington, MN: NCS Pearson.

162

https://doi.org/10.1080/01434.9994377
https://doi.org/10.0050.2016.1254152
https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03335062
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00588
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023202130625
https://doi.org/10.1006/jmla.1999.2654


6 Cognate recognition by young multilingual language learners

Dunn, Lloyd M. & Leota M. Dunn. 1981. Peabody picture vocabulary test: Revised.
Circle Pines: AGS.

Dunn, Lloyd M. & Leota M. Dunn. 1997. Peabody picture vocabulary test: Third
edition. Circle Pines, MN: AGS.

Dunn, Lloyd M., Eligio R. Padilla, Delia E. Lugo & Leota M. Dunn. 1986. Test de
vocabulario en imágenes peabody. Circle Pines, MN: AGS.

Dyen, Isidore, Joseph. B. Kruskal & Paul Black. 1992. An Indoeuropean classifica-
tion: A lexicostatistical experiment. Transactions of the American Philosophical
Society 82. iii–132.

Ellis, Nick C. & Alan Beaton. 1993. Factors affecting the learning of foreign lan-
guage vocabulary: Imagery keyword mediators and phonological short-term
memory. Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology 46(3). 533–558. DOI:
10.1080/14640749308401062.

García, Ofelia & Angel Lin. 2016. Translanguaging in bilingual education. In Ofe-
lia García, Angel Lin & Stephen May (eds.), Bilingual and multilingual educa-
tion, 117–130. Berlin: Springer International Publishing.

Goriot, Claire, Roeland van Hout, Mirjam Broersma, Vanessa Lobo, James M. Mc-
Queen & Sharon Unsworth. 2018. Using the Peabody picture vocabulary test
in L2 children and adolescents: Effects of L1. International Journal of Bilingual
Education and Bilingualism. Advanced online publication. DOI: 10.0050.2018.
1494131.

Kelley, Alaina &Kathryn Kohnert. 2012. Is there a cognate advantage for typically
developing Spanish-speaking English-language learners? Language, Speech,
and Hearing Services in Schools 43(2). 191–204.

Kohnert, Kathryn, Jennifer Windsor & Ruth Miller. 2004. Crossing borders:
Recognition of Spanish words by English-speaking children with and with-
out language impairment. Applied Psycholinguistics 25. 542–564. DOI: 10.1017/
S0142716404001262.

Kroll, Judith F. & Ton Dijkstra. 2002. The bilingual lexicon. In Robert B. Kaplan
(ed.),Handbook of applied linguistics, 301–321. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Kroll, Judith F. & Erika Stewart. 1994. Category interference in translation and
picture naming: Evidence for asymmetric connections between bilingual mem-
ory representations. Journal of Memory and Language 33(2). 149–174. DOI: 10.
1006/jmla.1994.1008.

Kroll, Judith F., Janet G. van Hell, Natasha Tokowicz & David W. Green. 2010.
The revised hierarchical model: A critical review and assessment. Bilingualism
13(3). 373–381. DOI: 10.1006/jmla.1994.1008.

163

https://doi.org/10.1080/14640749308401062
https://doi.org/10.0050.2018.1494131
https://doi.org/10.0050.2018.1494131
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716404001262
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716404001262
https://doi.org/10.1006/jmla.1994.1008
https://doi.org/10.1006/jmla.1994.1008
https://doi.org/10.1006/jmla.199 4.1008


Carmen Muñoz

Lázaro Ibarrola, Amparo. 2010. English phonics for Spanish children: Adapting
to new English as a Foreign Language classrooms. In Bårbel Diehr & Jutta
Rymarczyk (eds.), Researching literacy in a foreign language among primary
school learners, 89–106. Bern: Peter Lang. DOI: 10.3726/978-3-653-05656-3.

Lemhöfer, Kristin, Ton Dijkstra & Marije Michel. 2004. Three languages, one
ECHO: Cognate effects in trilingual word recognition. Language and Cogni-
tive Processes 19. 585–611.

Leśniewska, Justyna, François Pichette & Sébastien Béland. 2018. First language
test bias? Comparing French-speaking and Polish-speaking participants’ per-
formance on the Peabody picture vocabulary test. Canadian Modern Language
Review 74(1). 27–52. DOI: 10.3138/cmlr.3670.

Lindgren, Eva & Carmen Muñoz. 2013. The influence of exposure, parents, and
linguistic distance on young European learners’ foreign language comprehen-
sion. International Journal of Multilingualism 10. 105–129.

Malabonga, Valerie, Dorry M. Kenyon, María Carlo, Diane August &Mohammed
Louguit. 2008. Development of a cognate awareness measure for Spanish-
speaking English language learners. Language Testing 25(4). 495–519.

Méndez Pérez, Anita, Elizabeth D. Peña & Lisa M. Bedore. 2010. Cognates facili-
tate word recognition in young Spanish-English bilinguals’ test performance.
Early Childhood Services 4(1). 55–67.

Muñoz, Carmen (ed.). 2006. Age and the rate of foreign language learning. Cleve-
don: Multilingual Matters.

Muñoz, Carmen. 2014. Complexities and interactions of age and second language
learning: Broadening the research agenda. Applied Linguistics 35(4). 369–373.
DOI: 10.1093/applin/amu033.

Muñoz, Carmen, Teresa Cadierno & Isabel Casas. 2018. Different starting points
for English language learning: A comparative study of Danish and Spanish
young learners. Language Learning 68(4). 1076–1109.

Newcomer, Phyllis L. & Donald P. Hammill. 1997. Test of language development-
primary. 3rd edn. Austin, TX: PRO-ED.

Otwinowska, Agnieszka. 2016. Cognate vocabulary in language acquisition and
use: Attitudes, awareness, activation. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Poarch, Gregory J. & Janet G. van Hell. 2012. Cross-language activation in chil-
dren’s speech production: Evidence from second language learners, bilinguals,
and trilinguals. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology 111. 419–438.

Potapova, Irina, Henrike. K. Blumenfeld & Sonja Pruitt-Lord. 2016. Cognate
identification methods: Impacts on the cognate advantage in adult and child
Spanish-English bilinguals. International Journal of Bilingualism 20(6). 714–731.
DOI: 10.006915586586.

164

https://doi.org/10.3726/978-3-653-05656-3
https://doi.org/10.3138/cmlr.3670
https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amu033
https://doi.org/10.006915586586


6 Cognate recognition by young multilingual language learners

Ringbom, Håkan. 2007. Cross-linguistic similarity in foreign language learning.
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Rodríguez, Timothy A. 2001. From the known to the unknown: Using cognates
to teach English to Spanish-speaking literates. Reading Teacher 45. 744–747.

Schepens, Job, Ton Dijkstra, Franc Grootjen & Walter J. B. van Heuven. 2013.
Cross-language distributions of high frequency and phonetically similar cognates.
DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0063006.

Stadthagen-González, Hans, Virginia C. Mueller Gathercole, Rocío Pérez-Tattam
& Feryal Yavas. 2013. Vocabulary assessment in bilinguals: To cognate or not
to cognate. In Virginia C. Mueller Gathercole (ed.), Solutions for the assessment
of bilinguals, 125–145. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Szubko-Sitarek, Weronika. 2011. Cognate facilitation effects in trilingual word
recognition. Studies in Second Language Learning and Teaching 1(2). 189–208.

Umbel, Vivian M. & D. Kimbrough Oller. 1994. Developmental changes in recep-
tive vocabulary in Hispanic bilingual school children. Language Learning 44(2).
221–242.

Umbel, Vivian M., Barbara Z. Pearson, María C. Fernández & D. Kimbrough Oller.
1992. Measuring bilingual children’s receptive vocabulary. Child Development
63. 1012–1020.

Unsworth, Sharon, Liv Persson, Tineke Prins & Kees De Bot. 2015. An investi-
gation of factors affecting early foreign language learning in the Netherlands.
Applied Linguistics 36(5). 527–548.

van Hell, Janet G. & Annette M. B. De Groot. 1998. Conceptual representation in
bilingual memory: Effects of concreteness and cognate status in word associa-
tion. Bilingualism: Language and Cognition 1(3). 193–211.

van Hell, Janet G. & Ton Dijkstra. 2002. Foreign language knowledge can influ-
ence native language performance in exclusively native contexts. Psychonomic
Bulletin and Review 9. 780–789.

White, Joanna & Marlise Horst. 2012. Cognate awareness-raising in late child-
hood: Teachable and useful. Language Awareness 21(1-2). 181–196.

Williams, Cen. 2002. Extending bilingualism in the education system. Education
and lifelong learning committee ELL-06-02. http://www.assemblywales.org/
3c91c7af00023d820000595000000000.pdf (3 October, 2017).

165

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0063006
http://www.assemblywales.org/3c91c7af00023d820000595000000000.pdf
http://www.assemblywales.org/3c91c7af00023d820000595000000000.pdf



