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"Say 'What happened?' in Hebrew. He does not speak Arabic!"  

Early language awareness as expressed in verbal and nonverbal interactions in 

the preschool bilingual classroom  
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Abstract 

The aim of this longitudinal ethnographic study was to explore how children's verbal 

and nonverbal behavior reflects their language awareness at a bilingual Arabic–

Hebrew-speaking preschool in Israel. We adopted the perspective that children's L2 

acquisition is situated within the social events and interactional practices of the 

classroom community. We took a close look at six bilingual 3-year-old 

children―three L1 Arabic-speaking children and three L1 Hebrew-speaking children. 

To enhance the credibility of our study, we triangulated the collected observations of 

the children's talk via teachers and parents' testimonies. The analysis revealed that 

children applied diverse verbal and nonverbal mediating cues to solve their 

interlocutors' communicative troubles. Their pragmatic awareness of the interlocutors' 

communicative troubles was encouraged by a unique classroom context where the 

teachers stimulated children's language mediation and peers' backup. The study is 

beneficial for language teachers' understanding of how they can support children's 

language awareness. 

 

Keywords: language awareness, pragmatic awareness, social interaction, preschool 
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1. Introduction  

Listening to young children's talk about language and its use provides insight 

into their internal thinking mechanisms regarding languages in their environment as 

they engage in language learning. As far as we know, few studies to date have 

examined very young children's language awareness as expressed in their verbal and 

nonverbal interactions with their peers and teachers in the natural context of the 

preschool bilingual classroom. De Houwer (2017) called for more research to explore 

how young bilinguals' language awareness is related to their daily need to switch 

between languages to adjust to their interlocutors' language competence and 

communicative troubles, namely, to investigate their pragmatic awareness (Cheung, 

Mak, Luo, & Xiao, 20101).  

By adopting the perspective that children’s novel language learning is situated 

within the social interaction with peers and teachers (Authors, 2016; Cekaite, 2017; 

Duff, 2014), the novelty of our study is in exploring how language awareness is 

expressed among young bilinguals in the natural context of the bilingual classroom 

community. The uniqueness of this study is also in the methodological triangulation 

of the data sources and participants. Thus, to enhance the credibility of the 

ethnographic classroom observations of children's talk about language and their 

nonverbal behaviors, we conducted semi-structured interviews with the teachers and 

parents. These interviews enabled a more comprehensive picture of how the context 

of preschool bilingual education2 affects children's language awareness, raises their 

                                                           
1Note that Cheung et al. (2010) use the notion "sociolinguistic awareness" instead of pragmatic 

awareness. 
2Bilingual education is a term used to describe an education system where instruction is given in two 

languages, one of which is the home language of some or all the children. 
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curiosity about language in their environment, in turn promoting their language 

awareness. 

2. Theoretical background 

Two theoretical assumptions encouraged our work. First, our longitudinal 

ethnographic observations on how language awareness is expressed in daily social 

interactions was inspired by substantial quantitative research showing bilingual 

children's advanced level of language awareness development, including pragmatic 

awareness of their interlocutors' communicative needs, in comparison to their 

monolingual peers (e.g., Barac, Bialystok, Castro, & Sanchez, 2014; Byers-Heinlein, 

Chen, & Xu, 2014; Goetz, 2003). Second, children's verbal and nonverbal behavior in 

interaction with their peers and teachers has been found to promote language 

awareness (e.g., Authors, 2016; Blum-Kulka & Gorbatt, 2014).  

 

2.1. Language awareness among young bilingual children: What is unique?  

De Houwer (2017) recently defined language awareness as "the totality of 

metacognitive skills needed to allow reflecting on language as an object and the 

monitoring of one's own language use and that of others" (p. 83). As early as the 

1960s, several studies found that bilingual children demonstrated favorable outcomes 

about their developing conceptions of language, referred to as language awareness, 

when compared with monolingual children (e.g., Barak et al. 2014). This idea echoes 

the view of Russian psychologist and developmental theorist Lev Vygotsky, who 

wrote, in the early 20th century, that expressing the same thought in more than one 

language enables children to perceive language as one system among many 

(Vygotsky, 1962). Indeed, data from recent quantitative studies evidence that early 

bilingualism advances children's understanding that different languages constitute 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Barac%20R%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=25284958
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distinct systems of communication. For example, in a recent experimental study by 

Byers-Heinlein et al. (2014), using a mutual exclusivity task paradigm3, bilingual 

(English and other language) and monolingual English-speaking children aged 24 

months were exposed to a foreign language (Mandarin), which was unfamiliar to both 

monolinguals and bilinguals. The results indicated that early bilingual experience 

facilitates children's discovery of the nature of foreign language words. Unlike their 

monolingual peers, the bilingual 2-year-olds showed a consistent understanding that 

English and Mandarin are distinct conventional systems.  

In addition to the early development of the conception of their languages as 

distinct systems, bilingual children, at ages 4 to 6, were found to demonstrate more 

developed understandings of linguistic constructs, and thus were able, at earlier ages, 

to make letter–sound associations, separate sound from meaning, interpret semantic 

attributes, note and correct morphological and syntactic structural errors, and 

comprehend syntactic structure (Bruck & Genesee,1995). This advantage has been 

frequently attributed to the language typology effect (e.g., Barac & Bialystok, 2012). 

To illustrate, in the quantitative study Barac and Bialystok (2012) compared three 

groups of 6-year old bilingual children (Spanish-English, French-English, Chinese-

English) and a group of English monolingual children. These children were given a 

test measuring morphological awareness. This is a kind of language awareness skill, 

which entails the ability to reflect on and manipulate morphemes, the smallest 

meaningful units in words (e.g., awareness of noun plural and past tense formation) 

(Kuo & Anderson, 2006). The Chinese-English bilingual and the French-English 

bilinguals did not differ from each other (or from the monolinguals), however, the 

                                                           
3 This task uses the mutual exclusivity phenomenon, whereby children tend to assume that a novel 

word refers to a novel object rather than one that already has a label.  
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Spanish-English bilinguals showed the highest performance, significantly different 

from the former groups. These bilinguals' superiority has been attributed to the 

considerable structural overlap between their two languages. In the current qualitative 

study, young children developed their language awareness in the context of two 

Semitic languages, Arabic and Hebrew, sharing a common core of linguistic features 

(Authors, 2016; Asli-Badarneh & Leikin, 2018). The high linguistic proximity 

between the target languages is likely to support children's language awareness 

development and might be reflected in their critical evaluation of their own, and 

others', grammatically incorrect L2 use, as will be presented and discussed later.  

2.3. Bilingual children's verbal and nonverbal behavior reflecting language 

awareness  

Few qualitative studies focusing on young bilingual children's observations, 

showed that language awareness could be expressed not only by explicit talk about 

language per se and its understanding, but also by nonverbal behavior (e.g., Cruz-

Ferreira, 2006; Lugossy, 2018). Behaviors such as body language, gestures, 

visualization, and expressions of happiness or anger with regard to the children's use 

of some specific language for communication or even open refusal to communicate in 

it, may provide clues to our understanding of young bilingual children's language 

awareness in the case of limited L2 verbal ability (Cruz-Ferreira, 2006).  

Children's verbal and non-verbal behavior reflecting language awareness can 

also be interpreted as an expression of the language-based agency as a ‘socio-

culturally medicated capacity to act’ (Ahearn, 2001). This agency is vividly expressed 

in interaction with peers, teachers, and parents, and could be conveyed through 

children's verbal behavior by means of expressing voices, ideas about their 
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competence in a novel language and its understanding, and beliefs about languages as 

well as in their nonverbal behavior (Almér, 2017; Authors, 2016, 2018; Bergroth & 

Palviainen, 2017). Children as young as 2 or 3 years old are already developing 

attitudes towards languages around them. These attitudes can influence their process 

of novel language learning (Almér, 2017; Crump, 2014; Lugossy, 2018). For 

example, recently Lugossy (2018) showed how 3-year-old children, when first 

exposed to a novel language (English), might feel "uncertain, helpless, and afraid of 

the unknown" (p. 122). In this study, the English as a foreign language teacher in the 

Hungarian-English speaking preschool in Hungary, described the children's reluctance 

to be engaged in structured English lessons. This reluctance was expressed by 

screaming, crying and even kicking the teacher. The awareness of lack of competence 

in a novel language, as well as open unwillingness to use this language in social 

interaction in the bilingual classroom, will be analyzed and discussed later in this 

study. 

2.3. Bilingual children's pragmatic awareness and the Theory of Mind 

De Houwer (2017) emphasized that one of the salient characteristics of young 

bilinguals is their pragmatic awareness that their interlocutors' language competence, 

intentions, and linguistic repertoires might differ from their own (p. 89). Pragmatic 

awareness as a type of language awareness has been defined as highly significant in 

the generation and negotiation of meaning (Verschueren, 2000). Within the context of 

the home bilingual environment, case studies show that children as young as 3 year 

old can behave with pragmatic awareness by spontaneously offering translations,  

determining  which language to use in which conversational situation and asking 

about a language spoken by a person in interaction with them (De Houwer, 2017; 

Cruz-Ferreira, 2006).  
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Pragmatic awareness seemingly relies on the Theory of Mind (hereafter 

TOM). TOM is a key metacognitive development that occurs during the preschool 

years and refers to children's ability to ascribe mental states to other people and 

develop social insights (Flavell, 2000). This ability develops early in infancy and in 

casual bidirectional relations with the children's social behavior (Astington, 2003). 

Although TOM as a research field, has been considerably investigated (see Flavell, 

2004 for review), there are still a number of questions that current research continue 

to address, including the role of such factors as early bilingual development in 

children's TOM development. Young bilinguals' pragmatic awareness might be 

expressed in their higher level of awareness of intentions, desires, mental states and 

knowledge of their partners in interaction (peers, parents, teachers) than monolingual 

children (e.g., Barac et al. 2014). In a comprehensive review of seven quantitative 

studies on young preschool bilinguals versus their monolingual peers' performance on 

the TOM measures such as the false-belief task4, Barac et al. (2014) presented 

consistent data on superior understanding of mental states in preschool bilingual 

children. This advanced development was found regardless of the languages spoken 

by children. This advantage among young bilinguals has been attributed among other 

factors to their higher pragmatic awareness, which is required for communicating with 

speakers of different languages and with different levels of language competence 

(Cheung, et al., 2010). Taking this quantitative and comparative research into 

consideration, the current study examined the bilingual children's behavioral verbal 

and non-verbal patterns reflecting on their language awareness in general, and 

pragmatic awareness specifically. These patterns cannot be identified by means of 

                                                           
4The standard false-belief task, a critical test for understanding theory of mind, was proposed by 

Wimmer and Perner (1983) to examine children's ability to predict the thoughts or behavior of someone 

holding a false belief.  
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structured tests and should be explored by taking a closer look at children's daily 

interactions in the natural context of the bilingual classroom  through thorough 

ethnographic observations.  

 

2.4. Preschool education environment and children's language awareness 

 Listening to young children's talk about their languages and their use provides 

insight into their internal thinking mechanisms regarding languages around them as 

they engage in language learning. According to Blum-Kulka, Huck-Taglicht, and 

Avni (2004), talk about language presents a high level of language awareness, which 

includes a focus on language form and an analysis of language. "In this type of talk-

focused talk children's language awareness is manifest through comments concerned 

with the appropriate use of language, semantic issues, and language as topic, correct 

usage…" (Blum-Kulka et al., 2004, p. 317). 

In the monolingual education context, children's talk about language was 

investigated by longitudinal ethnographic observations of children's language 

socialization in interaction with peers and teachers (Aukrust, 2001; Blum-Kulka et al., 

2004; Gorbatt-Brodstein, 2012; Cekaite & Aronsson, 2005). For example, Aukrust 

(2001) focused on examining the comparative characteristics of the talk about 

language of 3- to 4-year-old children in preschools in Norway and the United States. 

Three main groups of this type of talk were identified following the analysis of 

children's and teachers' audio-recorded preschool interactions: talk about language 

form; talk about discourse management and reported speech. Although it was found 

that, overall, talk about language was highly infrequent in the 3- to 4-year-old 

children, some culture-related differences were identified between Norwegian and 

American samples. For example, Norwegian children initiated talk about turn-taking 
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in communication more often than the American children, whereas in the American 

sample, the conversation turns appeared to be more teacher-controlled than in the 

Norwegian sample. This difference was attributed to turn-negotiation as an important 

cultural category in American conversation as well as a tendency for strong teacher-

controlled discourse in the American classroom in general.  

In another study, Cekaite and Aronsson (2005) focused on language play as a 

way to focus on language form, and to provide peer correction and practice among 

nine immigrant children acquiring beginner-level L2 Swedish in a Swedish-speaking 

preschool in Sweden. It was found that children's intentional phonological or 

morphological mislabeling of L2 words as joking events provoked either playful or 

annoyed corrections from peers and children's talk about correct and incorrect forms, 

which could facilitate correct L2 production.  

As noted above, in the bilingual education context, little is known about the 

descriptive characteristics and types of children's talk about language. Recently, 

Morales and Rumenapp (2017) showed that Spanish–English-speaking children aged 

3 to 5 were aware of all the linguistic resources at hand, expressing the value that they 

attributed to their languages. In addition, in line with the quantitative data addressed 

above, intriguing evidence was reported on bilingual children's pragmatic awareness 

by longitudinal ethnographic observations in the bilingual classroom (Angelova, 

Gunawardena, & Volk, 2006; Author, 2016). Within the context of a dual 

Spanish−English language program in the United States, Angelova et al. (2006) 

showed how more advanced L2 learners, 6-year-old children from L1-English-

speaking backgrounds and L1-Spanish-speaking backgrounds, were able to recognize 

the novices' need for support and spontaneously initiated mediation without explicitly 

being asked for help.  
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In sum, the data obtained from ethnographic observations of children' 

language socialization with their peers in the contexts of monolingual education with 

children from diverse linguistic backgrounds show that the children commented 

mostly on language form. Regarding the role of talk about language in the bilingual 

education context, the limited current research adds that this talk reflects on the 

children's pragmatic awareness of their peers' competence or lack of competence in 

L2 and their ability to manage L2 use. Nonetheless, these data are insufficient to 

understand how social interactions in the natural context of preschool bilingual 

education are related to development of young children's language awareness. The 

aim of this 2-year-long ethnographic study was to attempt to fill this gap by focusing 

on how children's verbal and nonverbal behavior reflects their language awareness at 

a bilingual Arabic–Hebrew-speaking preschool in Israel. To enhance the credibility of 

our study, we triangulated the collected observations of the children's talk via teachers 

and parents' testimonies.  

The present study was motivated to address the following questions:  

1. What could be learned from longitudinal observations of the children's verbal 

and nonverbal behavior about their language awareness, in a context of dual 

language preschool bilingual education?  

2. How do parents' and teachers' testimonies contribute to our understanding of 

children's verbal and nonverbal expression of language awareness in the 

bilingual classroom and at home? 

 

3. Method  

3.1. Research method 
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This study was part of a larger ethnographic project, which explored children's 

bilingual development in Hebrew and Arabic. In this study, we used a mixed methods 

design, combining qualitative and quantitative ethnographic approaches to data 

collection and analysis. The data were collected and documented by means of 

ethnographic tools such as observations, interviews, and field notes. Ethnographic 

methodologies are chosen when researchers wish to situate linguistic data within a 

social and cultural milieu (Morse & Niehaus, 2009). The quantitative analysis of 

frequency of the children's verbal and nonverbal behaviors reflecting on their 

language awareness was important to provide a more precise examination of the 

phenomenon under study. The design is described in detail below. 

  

3.2. Brief description of the study's socio-linguistic and educational background   

Israel is a multilingual and multicultural country, with both Hebrew and 

Arabic as official languages. Hebrew is the dominant language in most life domains 

and is presented as the dominant language in Israeli public spheres. Arabic is a 

minority language and is the national language for more than one million Arab-Israeli 

citizens (about 20% of the population). Given the higher status of Hebrew as a 

majority language, Hebrew speakers in general do not attain a level of Arabic similar 

to the level of Hebrew that Arabic-speakers attain. Most Arab-Israelis understand and 

speak Hebrew and use it at work and in other settings. In addition, English is 

considered a semiofficial language that is widely used in numerous contexts 

(especially in academic settings, economics and politics). Finally, this linguistic 

multiplicity is enriched by the native languages of large groups of immigrants (e.g., 

Russian, Amharic, Spanish, French and scores of others). 
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Israel has separate Hebrew-speaking and Arabic-speaking education systems 

and therefore, Arab and Jewish children are educated in different schools. To 

overcome this socio-educational and cultural separation, in 1997 the Center for 

Bilingual Education was established. The aim of this organization is to promote 

mutual tolerance and bilingual, bicultural education that acknowledges both official 

languages of Israel. The organization currently operates six bilingual preschools and 

schools throughout the country. Both Jewish and Arab children learn in the same 

schools, while the teaching and management staff represent both ethnic groups 

equally, with each class having two homeroom teachers—one Arab and one Jewish. 

The teachers share the educational tasks, responsibilities and teaching in each class.  

Our study was conducted in one of these few bilingual preschools, in  which 

dual language input was implemented with language separation by the teachers. In 

other words, the teachers spoke mostly in their native languages, thus playing the role 

of a model for either Hebrew or Arabic, while providing plenty of input in both 

languages and using responsible code-switching (García 2009, p. 299). As reported by 

the teachers in their interviews, at young ages, their primary goal was to encourage 

bilingual development by means of dual language input in a natural and enjoyable 

way, while gradually developing L2 perception and understanding. Later on, when 

most children were able to understand the L2, the teachers tried to encourage L2 

production using oriented activities and morning circles.  

3.3. Participants 

Children. Enrolled in the preschool were 14 children aged 2;5 to 3;5 at the beginning 

of the study, of whom six were native speakers of Hebrew and eight were native 

speakers of Arabic. Notably, some of these children come from a diverse multilingual 
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background at home, applying one parent-one language policy, such as Hebrew or 

Arabic as one parent's language and English or Russian as the other parent's language. 

During our observations, we noticed that the teachers showed their keen interest in the 

children's home languages and cultures, allowing time for listening to, and even for 

using and learning languages other than Hebrew and Arabic.  

We applied purposive sampling to select information-rich cases that were 

representative of the target bilingual classroom population (Palinkas et al., 2015). We 

performed close observations on six children. To ensure internal diversity and 

representativeness of the sample, the selection criteria were gender and ethnic 

background. Thus, the sample included three L1-Hebrew-speakers (one girl and two 

boys) and three L1-Arabic-speakers (two girls and one boy). Inclusion criteria 

included at least six months' experience with L2 acquisition and having no 

developmental or behavioral problems reported by their teachers. Finally, based on 

Almér's (2017) recent suggestion of how to research young bilingual children, we 

focused on the children whom the teachers characterized as socially active and who 

were particularly eager to participate in different classroom activities. The children's 

ages ranged between 3;3 (years; months) and 3;5 at the start of the study and between 

5;0 and 5;2 at the end of the data collection stage. Parental consent was obtained 

through direct communication during parent–teacher meetings. 

Table 1 presents the children's background information and a brief description of their 

L2 competence at the end of the study.  

Insert Table 1 about here 
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Teachers. The study participants were two preschool teachers: one Hebrew model 

teacher, Naomi, and one Arabic model teacher, Jasmin5.  The teachers expressed their 

willingness to be observed during all study periods and to be interviewed. Naomi was 

a novice teacher, who had joined the preschool in September 2015, with no prior 

knowledge of Arabic. She had recently obtained a bachelor's degree in preschool 

education followed by some pedagogical teaching experience as a preschool teacher 

in a monolingual setting. Jasmin had a bachelor's degree in preschool and first grade 

teaching. She had been teaching in the preschool since 2013, had five years of 

professional experience as a bilingual teacher, and spoke fluent Hebrew. In addition, 

Jasmin had personal experience of bilingual schooling in the elementary Arabic–

Hebrew-speaking school in central Israel. As the more experienced teacher, Jasmin 

took a leading role during the first months of the academic year and helped Naomi to 

adjust. As was observed during the study, the teachers shared the floor in the 

classroom and alternated through turn-taking during circle time. At other times, they 

divided the children into small groups for project-based learning in the shared 

classroom space.  

Parents. Six semi-structured interviews were conducted in Hebrew, either in the 

preschool or in the participants' homes, with the five children's mothers and one 

father, at their convenience. Each interview lasted approximately 60 minutes. The 

parents gave their consent to audio-record the interviews, enabling the interviewer 

(the first author) to focus on the conversation without needing to take notes.  

 

                                                           
5Pontier & Gort (2016) proposed the terms “Hebrew model teacher” and “Arabic model teacher” to 

define the bilingual teachers.  
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3.3. Instrumentation and data generation, transcription, and analysis  

Using the ethnographic approach toward data collection (Blommaert & Jie, 

2010), we conducted a comprehensive investigation of daily activities and social 

interactions in the bilingual preschool. The data were collected during two academic 

years, from November 2015 through August 2017. In the first stage of the study, field 

notes were taken from November to December 2015, to enhance the credibility of our 

data and to ensure that the participants (children and teachers) had become used to our 

presence in the classroom (a total of eight observation sessions during this period). 

This early engagement in the classroom context facilitated our close familiarity with 

the participants and their life histories, thus preparing the ground for a relationship of 

trust, which was crucial to ensuring that both children and teachers felt able to confide 

in the researchers (Barley & Bath, 2013; Shelton, 2004). In addition, 58 weekly 

observational video recording sessions were conducted from January 2016 to August 

2017, except during school holidays (about five weeks). Each session lasted three 

hours, from 8.30 am to 11.30 am. Overall, in this study, we observed 178 hours of 

preschool classroom time and transcribed 93 hours of these observations. The 

transcribed video observations were combined with field notes. All video recordings 

and field notes were conducted by the first author and the research assistant, an MA 

candidate in educational consulting. We received permission to perform video-

recordings in the preschool and to present the collected data (the observations and the 

interview extracts) from the Center for Bilingual Education, from the teachers, and 

from the children's parents. 

To explore our research questions, we applied methodological triangulation, 

which permits a comparison of the findings derived from different data sources to 

interpret the phenomenon under study and to reduce observer or interviewer bias 
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(Shenton, 2004). Thus, in addition to the field notes and video-recorded observations, 

we conducted semi-structured interviews with the teachers and parents to obtain their 

reflections on the children's early talk about languages.  

The methodology included ethnographic field notes, video-recordings, and 

semi-structured interviews with the teachers. The teachers were informed that the 

purpose of the study was to examine how classroom interactions are related to the 

children's L2 progress. No further information on the focus of the study was offered. 

They were asked to allocate a suitable day for observation that included diverse daily 

activities such as a meal, circle time, some structured and planned teacher-led 

activities within small groups, teachers' storytelling, as well as unplanned and 

unstructured activities such as free-play in the classroom and outdoor leisure time.  

We conducted semi-structured interviews with the teachers to enhance the 

credibility of the obtained observations. The first author conducted four in-depth 

semi-structured interviews (two interviews with each teacher) individually. The 

interviews took place in March 2016 and July 2017 and were conducted in Hebrew. 

Our goal was to obtain the teachers' self-reports regarding the target children's 

bilingual development. The teachers were also asked about their background data 

(i.e., education, professional experience). It is noteworthy that, in this paper, our 

analysis of the teachers' interviews draws strictly on the study aims and was therefore 

limited only by the teachers' reflections on the children's interest in languages and 

verbal and nonverbal behaviors reflecting their language awareness. 

The parents were asked questions relating to the background and the history of 

the child's language development and acquisition, as well as about family languages, 

sequence of their acquisition or learning, language practice and the children's 

exposure to their L2 outside the preschool context. In addition, they were asked 
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questions regarding the children's queries about languages around them, and verbal 

and nonverbal behavior reflecting their language awareness. The focus of this paper is 

on the parents' reports of the children's queries and reflections on languages around 

them.  

The data analysis was conducted in two stages6. In the first stage, based on the 

analysis of the children's verbal and nonverbal behavior elaborated on by Aukrust 

(2001), Blum-Kulka et al. (2004), Gorbatt-Brodstein (2012), and Cekaite and 

Aronsson (2005; 2014), video-recorded and field-noted classroom interactions were 

selectively transcribed to capture patterns in the children's verbal and nonverbal 

behavior reflecting their language awareness. In most cases, we classified the 

observed examples of this talk as discourse comments and not as fully-fledged 

discursive events. It is notable that a discursive event is defined as a fully-fledged talk 

whenever it presents coherent sequences of a number of turns-at-talk which are 

related to the same topic; while the discourse comment is a brief remark which does 

not comprise an extensive talk around some topic (Hamo & Blum-Kulka, 2007).We 

selected the transcribed discourse comments because they illustrated these patterns. 

The data were transcribed in detail, in table form, allowing for the inclusion of 

nonverbal information from the videos and field notes. Each transcription was made 

by two transcribers, a native Hebrew-speaker and a native Arabic-speaker.  

In the second stage, a second transcription version was made using Excel to 

provide quantitative (frequency) and qualitative descriptive analyses of the children's 

behavior. In this version, the transcriptions were coded for information about the date 

of the observed behavior, the participants' L1 and the language/s used, their partners 

                                                           
6 Note that the developmental changes in the children's behavior were not under the scope of our 

analysis  
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in interaction, their verbal or nonverbal behavior and its classification in terms of 

language awareness category and subcategory, type of classroom activity, and 

contextual comments (see Table 2).  

 

Insert Table 2 around here  

 

Based on the salient characteristics of young bilinguals' language awareness 

provided by De Houwer (2017) and Cruz-Ferreira (2006), we identified 53 cases of 

the following categories and subcategories of language awareness that have been 

expressed in the children's verbal and nonverbal behavior:  

(1) Pragmatic awareness of communicative needs of peers and teachers7 (overall 20 

cases):  negotiating meanings (a) by translating, and (b) by using multiple verbal 

and nonverbal resources; 

(2) Critical evaluation of L2 competence (overall 33 cases): (a) self-monitoring and 

corrective feedback on others' incorrect language use; and (b) talk about L2 

comprehension or lack of it and about unwillingness to use L2. 

To answer the second research question, we selected teachers' and parents' 

reflections on how children expressed their awareness of languages around them 

through their verbal and nonverbal behavioral patterns.  

 

 

 

                                                           
7 Note that in addition to the presented above categories and subcategories, we observed 17 cases of the 

children switching between languages to accommodate language choice with their interlocutor's 

language competence. However, since this pragmatic behavior was broadly analyzed in previous 

studies that focused on young bilingual children's interactions at home )e.g., Cruz-Ferreira, 2006; De 

Houwer, 2017), we do not include this behavioral pattern when presenting the analysis of our results.  
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4. Results and Discussion 

In this section, we will analyze and discuss how the identified categories and 

subcategories of the children's verbal and nonverbal behavioral patterns reflect 

children's language awareness. To illustrate our analysis, we will present excerpts 

from the classroom observations and from the teachers' and parents' testimonies.  

 

4.1. Pragmatic awareness of communicative needs of peers and teachers 

Overall, we observed 20 cases of the children's pragmatic awareness of 

communicative needs of their peers and of the L1-Hebrew-speaking teacher. These 

cases will be analyzed and discussed in the following two subsections: 1. negotiating 

meanings by translating; and 2. negotiating meanings by using multiple verbal and 

nonverbal resources. 

  

4.1.1. Negotiating meanings by translating 

Learning through interaction and mediation is a characteristic of human 

intelligence (Vygotsky, 1987). As was found within a dual language classroom 

context, by ages 5 to 6, children might play a more knowledgeable role and negotiate 

meanings for their less advanced L2 peers by translating (Angelova et al., 2006; 

Authors, 2016). In this study, we were surprised to observe behaviors expressing 

empathy, among children as young as 3 to 4 years, to their peers' and teacher's 

troubles in understanding L2. Excerpt 1 illustrates this point:   

Excerpt 1: Observation: January 8th, 2017 

(In the English translation, italicized text = Arabic, nonitalicized text = Hebrew) 

Participants: The L1-Arabic-speaking teacher, Jasmin, two L1-Hebrew-speaking 

boys, Danny and David. 
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Situation: Classroom activity during circle time. Jasmin talked to David in Arabic, but 

David did not respond. Danny thought he did not understand so he tried to explain 

again in Hebrew.  

 Turn  Name  Utterance  

1  Jasmin: بدك توخد ليجو  ديفيدانو عنده اقتراح لكمان لعبة من هدول؟ : יסמין

 حسب لون الدائرة

Who can think of a game to play with these? 

[Jasmin points to the Lego game]. You [addressing 

David] have to take Lego pieces that match the 

color of the circle. [David is confused and looks 

around trying to understand what he has been asked 

to do] 

2 Danny: 

 

 העיגולבצבע של  הקוביי חתיק

Take a brick that is the color of the circle. 

 

In this observation, we were interested to see that Danny showed awareness of 

David's difficulty in understanding the teacher's instructions in Arabic and was willing 

to help him without being explicitly asked. In addition, it appeared that Danny, who 

usually showed only receptive bilingual skills in Arabic (L2), felt confident enough to 

translate the teacher's instruction in Arabic into Hebrew for his less competent L2 

peer.  

Another interesting observation was that Danny did not translate Jasmin's 

instructions word for word but explained what to do in Hebrew by significant 

syntactic simplification ("Take a brick that is the color of the circle" instead of the 

teacher's "You have to take Lego pieces that match the color of the circle"). In several 
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cases, we observed children's L2 mediation to simplify the teacher's speech. In 

another case, outdoors, when Naomi was explaining about insects in Hebrew, we 

observed how Maria (L1-Arabic-speaking girl) negotiated the understanding of her 

L1-Arabic-speaking peers. Naomi asked them:  "Where does the bug obtain the food 

from?"  Maria scaffolded the teacher's question by indirect translation and 

paraphrasing. She replaced Naomi's utterance "obtain food" by the semantically 

simpler utterance "get food." Moreover, after noticing that her peers did not provide 

an answer, she added a scaffolding question: "Where do you get your food from?" 

(May 14th, 2017). These modifications of the teachers' utterances to more age-

appropriate grammatical structures during translation might be evidence of the 

children's pragmatic awareness of child speech as distinct from adult speech.   

 

4.1.2. Negotiating meanings by using multiple verbal and nonverbal resources 

During our 2-year-long observations, we found that children used diverse and 

creative ways to negotiate meanings in order to help their less competent peers in L2 

and to help the L1-Hebrew-speaking teacher, Naomi. They imitated their teachers' 

strategies such as repeating a novel word, pronouncing it slowly, syllable by syllable, 

hinting first by pronouncing the first syllable and using antonyms or semantic 

substitution. In the following testimonies, Naomi described these children's language 

strategies:  

During lunch when … they [Rima and Maria, L1-Arabic-speaking girls] said 

some word [in Arabic] … that means not healthy. They said "it isn’t 

healthy"… and then they said similar things that weren't connected to the 

word. And I tried to make the connection between all the words and this word 

and then I said that something doesn't make sense. So, I asked Rima what the 
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word is. It took her a long time to answer me; she couldn't find the word, but 

then she said: "It's like sick"…, she told me in Hebrew "like sick" so "it is like 

she [the girl] isn't healthy, do you understand?" (Interview with Naomi, July 

21st, 2016)  

… Maria [L1-Arabic-speaking girl] either finds the correct word [by 

translating the Arabic word into Hebrew] or says a word that is similar in 

Hebrew, or just like I will say "fork" instead of "spoon," it is an eating utensil, 

it is like in the same category…So, I will understand more or less what she 

means and then I repeat, and she says: "Yes!" (Interview with Naomi, July 

21st, 2016) 

It should be noted that Naomi, as an adult Arabic learner, struggled with L2 

understanding and had a communication barrier with the L1-Arabic-speaking 

children. She made use of the children's bilingual competencies as a resource to 

negotiate understanding of what was spoken in Arabic as well as to learn novel words. 

Interestingly, even though all three Hebrew-speaking children whom we observed 

showed mainly receptive skills in Arabic while rarely using the language 

productively, they frequently volunteered to play the role of L2 teachers for Naomi as 

well as for their parents:  

Hannah [L1-Hebrew-speaking girl] translates a lot for me when I ask her what 

something is and how to say it in Arabic…she translates for her mom… she 

tests her mom at home [for knowledge of Arabic], for example "what color is 

this?"…  

Shahar's mom came to us two or three days ago and said that Shahar has 

started speaking Arabic with her at home when making simple requests: "Give 
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me a cup of water"… He explains what it is ["cup of water" in Arabic] to his 

parents if they don’t understand. (Interview with Naomi, July 21st, 2016)  

As stated in this testimony, Hannah and Shahar, the L1-Hebrew-speaking 

children, felt more self-confident and comfortable speaking with their L1-Hebrew-

speaking teacher, Naomi, and their parents, who were novel Arabic learners. The next 

excerpt illustrates how Iris, Hannah's mother, reflected on her daughter's L2 mediation 

at home:   

Researcher: You both speak Arabic at home? 

Mother: Yes, we do, we are learning, so we exchange sentences and 

homework, so I share my homework with her [Hannah]… So, Hannah really 

helps me with sentences, like this, she corrects me. (Interview with Iris, 

January 17th, 2016) 

As reported above, in the intimate atmosphere at home, Hannah felt superior 

to her mother in Arabic, encouraging her to talk about language and to use it 

productively. These behaviors can be regarded as an expression of the children's 

pragmatic awareness of their teachers' and parents' needs, stimulated by the general 

atmosphere of the target classroom. As we found, the teachers frequently 

acknowledged children's L2 mediation in the classroom.  

Another fascinating facet of the children's pragmatic awareness was their 

ability to convey meaning by drawing on various nonverbal resources such as 

visualization, body language, and intonation. This behavioral pattern was expressed in 

communication with the interlocutors with low competence in L2. Recent 

experimental research showed that young children growing up bilingually were 

superior to their monolingual peers in relying on such pragmatic cues as pointing and 



24 
 

eye gaze in learning novel words (e.g., Brojde, Ahmed, & Colunga 2012). Higher 

level of attention to nonverbal cues facilitated the bilinguals' word learning. It has 

been found also that language teachers' use of spontaneous hand and arm gestures, 

together with their speech, fostered L2 understanding among bilingual children during 

classroom instruction (Church, Ayman-Nolley, & Mahootain, 2004). In the same way, 

in our study, both teachers drew on their use of gestures when communicating with 

children. It is also noteworthy that the pictures on the preschool walls presented the 

application of the gesture strategy. They contained images or pictures of conventional 

and accepted gestures. In imitating the teachers' strategy, the children's nonverbal 

behavior was, in fact, an ancillary communicative tool at their disposal to convey 

meanings in L2. In the following reflection, Naomi highlights how Maria, the L1-

Arabic-speaking girl, applied this strategy instead of code-switching to L1:  

In communication with me, Arab children are in no hurry to use words in 

Arabic when they do not know the Hebrew word. They'd rather look for ways 

to illustrate the word they do not know in Hebrew. As Maria did today, instead 

of saying the word "braid" in Arabic, she said the name of the character 

depicted from the cartoon who has a braid. And so I understood what she 

meant and said to her: "You mean my braid, in Hebrew it's a braid, a braid." 

[Naomi repeated the novel word twice while touching her braid.] (Interview 

with Naomi, April 7th, 2016)  

In line with TOM, this example showed us how children are sensitive to their 

interlocutors' mental states including their communicative difficulties. The children can 

and do solve these difficulties by imitating the teachers' strategy to avoid their 

interlocutors' confusion. The teachers emphasized that the children often far exceeded 

their teachers' expectations of their capabilities, such as switching to Arabic whenever 
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they did not know a word in Hebrew. In sociocultural theory, imitation is viewed as the 

unique human ability that lays the foundation for children's development (Vygotsky, 

1987). Lantolf and Thorne (2006) stressed that imitation is a conscious process, which 

can result in transformation of the original modeling of behavior (p. 203). Previous 

research showed children's imitation of what they heard from their teachers and peers 

in the language classroom during the process of L2 learning (e.g., Lantolf & Ganung, 

2002; Ohta, 2001). The current example adds to the theory that children as young as 3 

years old could imitate not only what they heard from their teachers but also their 

language mediation strategies. 

 

4.2. Critical evaluation of L2 competence  

The observed cases of the critical evaluation of L2 competence will be 

analyzed and discussed in the following two subsections: (a) self-monitoring and 

corrective feedback for others' incorrect language use, and (b) talk about L2 

comprehension or lack of it and about L2 use. 

 

4.2.1. Self-monitoring and corrective feedback for others' incorrect language use 

In the observed classroom, young bilingual children not only paid attention to 

their interlocutors' communicative troubles but also monitored their own as well as 

their peers', teachers', and parents' L2 use. Overall, we observed 21 cases of self-

monitoring and critical evaluations of interlocutors' L2 competence. The following 

excerpt illustrates how Maria, an L1-Arabic-speaking girl, commented critically on an 

adult's inappropriate L2 use with Shahar, her L1-Hebrew-speaking peer: 
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Excerpt 2: Field note: March 3rd, 2016 

(In the English translation, italicized text = Arabic, nonitalicized text = Hebrew) 

Participants: The L1-Arabic-speaking research assistant, Hanan, L1-Arabic-speaking 

girl, Maria, and L1-Hebrew-speaking boy, Shahar. 

Situation: Free play time in the classroom. Shahar is crying. Maria hears Hanan 

talking to Shahar in Arabic and interrupts.  

 Turn  Name  Utterance  

1  Hanan: شو مالك؟ شاحار 

Shahar, what happened to you? (Shahar does not stop 

crying and ignores Hanan's question in Arabic) 

2 Maria: 

 

  !بحكيش عربيמה קרה قليله 

Say "What happened?" in Hebrew, he does not speak 

Arabic! 

 

As demonstrated, at age 3;5, Maria was not only aware of her peer's low 

competence in L2 Arabic, but also showed assertiveness by criticizing Hanan, who 

did not take Shahar's communication difficulty into account. Maria tried to solve this 

confusing situation by translating Hanan's question into Hebrew ("What happened?").  

This behavior indicates the girl's pragmatic sensitivity.  
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Moreover, during our 2-year-long observations, we noticed several cases that 

clearly expressed the children's language awareness whenever they reflected on 

language per se, as a system, by talking about incorrect L2 grammatical production. 

Our observations revealed that two Arabic-speaking girls, Rima and Maria, were 

involved, several times, in explicit critical commenting on gender marking and 

agreement in L2 Hebrew. In line with what was observed in the home environment by 

De Houwer (1990) and Cruz-Ferreira (2006), they corrected each other and their L1-

Arabic-speaking peers' errors by returning to the same phrase: "That is not how to say 

it in Hebrew!", "It is wrong!" or by recasting the incorrect utterance, as illustrated in 

the following excerpt: 

Excerpt 3: Observation: April 24th, 2016 

(In the English translation, italicized text = Arabic, nonitalicized text = Hebrew) 

Participants: L1-Arabic-speaking girls, Rima and Maria, and an L1-Arabic-speaking 

boy, Omar. 

Situation: Outdoor play in the playground. The teacher Naomi is watching the 

children playing.  

Turn  Name  Utterance  

1  Omar: ֹבה   אני  ! גָּ

I am tall! (Omar climbs up and shouts to Naomi in 

Hebrew) 
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2 Maria: 

 

ֹבה  אני , אני גבוה, לא את גבוה רק אני  !*גָּ

You are not tall, only me, I am tall, I am tall! 

3 Rima:  האני בֹוהָּ  .גְּ

I am tall.  

4 Maria:   האני בֹוהָּ  !גְּ

Naomi, I am tall. [Maria happily repeats the correct 

utterance after Rima] 

*Erroneous use of the masculine form with zero flection   ֹבה  instead of feminine form גָּ

ה בֹוהָּ ֹבה   ,in gender marking of the adjective גְּ   ."tall" גָּ

In this illustration, the 3;5-year-old girl Rima provided corrective feedback to 

Maria by recasting the erroneous masculine grammatical form of the adjective,   ֹבה  גָּ

meaning "tall" with the correct feminine form, ה בֹוהָּ  In general, recasting is .(Turn 3) גְּ

considered as a teachers' strategy and means providing corrective feedback minus the 

error, while maintaining the child's intended meaning (Lyster, 2007). Maria then 

willingly repeated the correct feminine form after her friend, Rima, who was more 

competent in L2 Hebrew (Turn 4).   

The teachers also paid attention to the girls' surprising interest in gender 

marking in both languages:   

I noticed that Maria and Rima are at the stage of female and male word forms 

in Hebrew; like, when one of the Arabic-speaking children makes a mistake or 

gets confused, they correct them right away. If Ribal [L1-Arabic-speaking 

boy] says "I want" [ ה!" אני רוצָּ  in Hebrew - the use of the incorrect female 

flection of the verb "want"], Maria will say "No, I want" [ ה!"אני רוצ  לא, "  she 
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corrects it to the male gender inflection of the verb "want"]. (Interview with 

Jasmin, April 21st, 2016) 

Additionally, Naomi reported receiving mini-lessons from these girls on the 

inflectional gender marking in Arabic:  

 Like she [Maria] explains it to me. When I ask and then she gives me a few 

more examples, to make sure that I understood the male and female forms and 

a few more words to make sure I understood what is male and what is 

female…She tells me: for a boy [in Arabic] say 'inta' [you, masculine personal 

pronoun] and for a girl say 'inti'" [you, feminine personal pronoun]. (Interview 

with Naomi, March 26th, 2017) 

One possible interpretation of this focus on the gender grammatical marking in 

both Hebrew and Arabic is the fact that, in both target Semitic languages, nouns, 

adjectives, and verbs are inflected for gender—masculine and feminine. Moreover, 

there is a relatively high degree of proximity in gender marking between these two 

Semitic languages, e.g., zero suffix of masculine singular nouns, whereas feminine 

singular nouns are marked by the suffix –a. These similarities between the languages 

might flag the girls' attention to the parsing of words into separate morphemes, thus 

facilitating their explicit talk about this grammar category and language awareness 

development (see discussion about typological proximity and language awareness in 

Lauchlan, Parisi, & Fadda, 2012). In addition to the possible facilitating role of the 

typological similarities between the target languages, recent research on children's 

language talk and language play in L2-immersion classrooms, has shown that the 
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grammatical features of L2 are made more salient as a result of joyful language play 

or meta-talk during peer interaction (Broner & Tarone, 2001; Cekaite & Aronsson, 

2005).  

Overall, the teachers characterized Rima and Maria as "successful L2 learners" 

and attributed their progress toward productive use of Hebrew to their social skills 

(being socially active, talkative, and "not shy") and to their willingness to 

communicate with their L1-Hebrew-speaking peers. These girls seemed to be 

motivated to use L2 actively "to become a part of the social world of its speakers" 

(Wong-Fillmore, 1976, p. 666). In addition, it was apparent that, through their 

curiosity in L2, the girls showed that they were not passive recipients of teachers' 

teaching, and approached L2 learning in an active way by frequently asking: "What is 

this in Hebrew?" The following reflection by Jasmin stressed this point: 

There are children who are more interested in language, are enthusiastic 

about speaking in L2, repeat after Naomi more often, talk to themselves more 

at home, and sing songs at home in L2. They take more interest in the other 

language, like Rima and Maria… (Interview with Jasmin, June 4th, 2016).  

Moreover, Rima assumed the role of Maria's L2 teacher. Maria entered this 

bilingual classroom only at the start of the academic year and showed increasing 

progress in Hebrew. As reported by her teachers and parents, Maria's fast L2 

socialization could be explained by Rima's support:  



31 
 

Rima loves to translate, she translated for Maria from Hebrew to Arabic when 

Maria asked her to translate what Naomi said in Hebrew. (Interview with 

Jasmin, June 4th, 2016).  

It is noteworthy that Rima and Maria showed interest not only in Hebrew as 

L2, but in languages in general:  

…Rima's father teaches her German. Rima translates how to say "I love you" 

from Hebrew to German. (Interview with Jasmin, June 4th, 2016).  

In February, when we were in the United States, when the waiters started 

asking us: "What would you like to drink? Water?" So she [Maria] 

immediately picked up the word "water" and, whenever the waiter came, she 

began to say: "I want water [in English], right?"…She has a very good ear for 

languages. She is very quick on the uptake. (Interview with Maria's mother, 

Baha, June 12th, 2016) 

We also observed how both girls, Rima and Maria, sang and played together 

by imitating an English accent and pretending to chat in English using some real 

English words and nonwords. The girls' teachers and parents reported their striking 

curiosity about languages:  

Since the age of 2, the whole issue of languages really interested her. When 

we would meet people, first she would tell us what language they were 
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speaking, she would recognize the people according to what they were 

speaking. Once, when we were in Nazareth, sitting waiting for the doctor, 

Rima said; "What? Is she speaking Arabic?"… Rima realizes that languages 

exist, she can recognize them; she uses the correct intonation in each 

language… She can also identify English. There was a time when she first 

heard Russian too, and asked what language it was. At first, everything for her 

was Hebrew, whatever wasn't Arabic was Hebrew for a short period, until she 

acquired Hebrew, and then it was English. (Interview with Rima's mother, 

Rana, June 17th, 2016) 

Although we cannot legitimately say that we know why Rima behaved as she 

did, we can only offer some plausible interpretations for her behavior. Over and above 

possible cognitive and perceptual predisposition to language sensitivity, her mother's 

testimony highlights Rima's early awareness of the linguistic diversity in her 

environment. This awareness seemed to be accelerated by intertwining of such factors 

as her very early exposure to Hebrew as L2, her father's efforts to teach her German, 

multiple opportunities for exposure to the multilingual social encounters, as well as 

the girls' personal characteristics such as outgoingness and searching for interactions 

with L1-Hebrew-speaking peers.  
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4.2.2. Talk about L2 comprehension or lack of it and talk about unwillingness to use 

L2  

The children's talk about their own or their interlocutor's L2 comprehension or 

its difficulties was observed 12 times in diverse classroom contexts. Our observations 

identified a "strange" behavior pattern by one L1-Hebrew-speaking boy, Danny. As 

illustrated in Excerpt 1, the boy was ready to help his less competent L2-Arabic peers 

in understanding the L1-Arabic-speaking teacher's instructions. At the same time, 

Danny repeatedly refused to use Arabic with peers and with the L1-Arabic-speaking 

teacher, even after three years of immersion in the preschool. In the following 

classroom interaction, Danny talked explicitly about his difficulty in L2 use during 

circle time:  

Excerpt 4: Observation: March 3rd, 2017 

(In the English translation, italicized text = Arabic, nonitalicized text = Hebrew) 

Participants: The L1-Arabic-speaking teacher, Jasmin, the L1-Hebrew-speaking 

teacher, Naomi, and L1-Hebrew-speaking boy Danny  

Situation: Morning circle time. Jasmin asks Danny to begin a game they used to play 

during morning circles.  

Turn  Name  Utterance  
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1  Jasmin: بدنا بس داني فيها يبلش بده, قال الملكהמלך אמר   لعبة بدنا 

 .داني بالعربي، نلعبها

We want to play the game "The King Said," "The King 

Said." Danny will start, but we want to play in Arabic, 

Danny.  

2 Danny:  זה קשה ,الملك قال 

The King Said, it is hard (spoken quietly).  

3 Naomi:  זה קשה... 

It is hard.  

4 Jasmin:  زقف مثال . 

For example, clap hands. (Jasmin claps her hands) 

5 Danny:  אבל ... לא בשפה הזאת.  

But…not in this language. 

6 Naomi:  ...לשחק אתה בוחר באיזה שפה שאתה רוצה. 

…You choose the language in which you want to play. 

7 Danny:  המלך אמר לשים ידיים על הראש! 

The King said put your hands on your head! 
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As can be seen, the teacher, Jasmin, gently coaxed Danny to play in Arabic 

(Turn 1). Danny started playing the game, but then stopped, stating that it was 

difficult for him to speak in Arabic, "… not in this language" (Turn 5). Danny's 

behavior could be interpreted as demonstrating his critical evaluation of L2 

competence as well as an expression of child bilingual agency, expressed in his 

resistance to act according to the norms of bilingual context, namely, to switch to 

Arabic (L2) as his interlocutor's designated language (Turn 5). The ecological 

perspective on language learning views the children's agentic openness to a novel 

language as a significant factor in the learning process (van Lier, 2011). We might 

suggest that Danny's unwillingness to use L2 could be related to his beliefs about this 

language as not critical for his communication in the classroom since both teachers 

could understand his L2 and accept his receptive L2 skills and his L1-Arabic-speaking 

peers could also understand him to some extent.  

 

5. Conclusions  

In this study, we viewed the bilingual classroom as a natural arena and unique 

opportunity to develop language awareness through children's daily interactions with 

peers and teachers hitherto unseen in the home context. We focused on six children in 

interactions with their peers and teachers and triangulated our longitudinal observations 

with the teachers' and parents' input. This triangulation of different data sources 

strengthened the credibility of the multilevel analysis of our findings. Teachers' 

reflections gave us better understanding of the observed as well as unobserved patterns of 

children's behavior. Moreover, we believed that the fact that teachers were tuned to both 

how children behave and what they say during their daily classroom interactions, 
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positioned the teachers as "co-researchers" in our study. Together with the parents' 

reports, they added a significant body of data about children's reflections on languages 

around them and examples of their pragmatic awareness, both inside and outside the 

classroom. We can conclude that the teachers' and parents' testimonies were congruent 

and complimentary with what we observed in the classroom.  

The study has shown how children as young as 3 to 5 years old applied diverse 

verbal and nonverbal mediating cues to solve their interlocutors' communicative 

troubles. From a sociocultural learning theory perspective, the mediation is viewed as 

an active process, central to teaching and learning through interaction. We linked the 

observed cases of our children's L2 mediation to their early developed pragmatic 

awareness, reflecting on concurrently developing social insights, such as TOM 

(Cheung et al., 2010). We assumed that their pragmatic awareness of the interlocutors' 

communicative troubles was encouraged by a unique classroom context where the 

teachers stimulated children's language mediation and peers' backup. In addition, 

Naomi, the L1-Hebrew-speaking teacher, made use of the children's bilingual 

competencies as a resource to negotiate understanding of what was spoken in Arabic. 

In this way, she promoted their pragmatic awareness and social skills. Finally, the 

teachers provided opportunities for intergroup interactions by encouraging play 

activities and communication between the Hebrew- and Arabic-speaking children.  

Moreover, the study highlighted a link between early development of language 

awareness in bilingual classroom environment and children's individual 

characteristics. Previously, a few studies looking at Spanish–English bilingual 

education in the United States suggested that social-personality characteristics play 

some role in determining individual differences in L2 progress (e.g., Strong, 1983; 

Wong Fillmore, 1983). This study added to the above data by suggesting a link 
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between personality characteristics, such as outgoingness and gregariousness, and 

verbal and nonverbal behavior expressing language awareness. We propose to view 

this link as nonlinear but rather mediated by children's social goals. As presented 

above, two girls, Rima and Maria, showing outgoingness and gregariousness, actively 

sought to establish friendships and social positioning within the class group, and were 

more involved in negotiating meanings in L2 and in reflecting on language use, than 

their peers.  

Finally, the study can be beneficial for language teachers' understanding of 

how they can support the children's language awareness development through 

encouraging peer mediation in the bilingual classroom. Nonetheless, we are aware 

that, since our investigation was limited to a contextually embedded case study of a 

single classroom, our findings might not be fully generalizable. Still, it is reasonable 

to assume that research exploring bilingual children's language awareness should 

have, as a foreground, the social context as a necessary condition for its development. 

Social goals at early ages such as establishing friendships and social positioning are 

essential for children's well-being, and language "is used as one means to achieve 

these social goals" (Philp, & Duchene, 2008; p. 84). Our analysis of classroom 

interactions over two years supports the claim that the language classroom can be 

viewed as a "double opportunity space" permitting both acquisition of social skills 

and development of language skills (Björk-Willén, 2016; Cekaite, 2017; Philp & 

Duchene, 2008). To close, we recommend future research for insight into how 

language classroom interactions, as well as children's social goals and individual 

differences, can promote their language awareness skills.  
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Table 1 

 Children's gender, mother's education, age at the beginning and end of the study (years; 

months), L1, age when started preschool, and L2 competence  

Name Gender Mother's 

education 

(in years) 

L18 Age at 

beginning 

of study 

(years; 

months) 

Age at 

end of 

study 

(years; 

months) 

Age 

when 

started 

bilingual 

preschool 

Relative level of 

L2 competence 

at the end of the 

study 

Danny Male 16 Hebrew 3;4 5;1 2;1 Receptive 

bilingual skills, 

few cases of L2 

productive use   

Hannah Female 16 Hebrew 3;5 5;2 1;1 Receptive 

bilingual skills, 

few cases of L2 

productive use  

Shahar Male 18 Hebrew 3;5 5;2 1;1 Receptive 

bilingual skills, 

few cases of L2 

productive use   

Maria Female 19 Arabic 3;5 5;2 2;9 L2 productive use  

Rima Female 18 Arabic 3;3 5;0 1;0 L2 productive use  

Omar  Male 17 Arabic 3;3 5;0 1;0 Mostly formulaic 

L2 use and few 

cases of L2 

productive use 

 

  

                                                           
8The L1 was reported by the parents when they registered the child for the preschool.  
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Table 2:  Example of how the transcriptions were codified  

 

Date Child's 

name/L1 

Partners 

in 

interacti

on and 

their L1 

Verbal or nonverbal 

behavior 

Category/ 

subcategory 

Type of 

classroom 

activity 

Comments 

17.03.2016 Maria/ 

Arabic 

Hanan, 

the 

research 

assistant/

Arabic 

Shahar, 

Hebrew 

Maria:  

 

 

מה קרה قليله 

  !بحكيش عربي

(Say "What 

happened?" 

in Hebrew, 

he does not 

speak 

Arabic!) 

Critical 

evaluation of 

L2 

competence/ 

self-

monitoring 

and 

corrective 

feedback for 

others' 

incorrect 

language use 

 

Free play 

time  

Shahar was 

crying. Maria 

heard Hanan 

talking to 

Shahar in 

Arabic, so she 

told her in 

both Arabic 

and Hebrew 

that Shahar 

doesn't speak 

Arabic, and 

she translated 

Hanan's 

question into 

Hebrew 

 

 


