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Fostering crosslinguistic knowledge about language in 
young learners: effects of explicit L2 Spanish grammar 
learning on L1 English grammar

Marion Martíneza, Leesa Clarkeb , Lorna Hamiltonb  and Christopher J. 
Hallb 
aIndependent Scholar; bYork St John University

ABSTRACT
This study explored the effects of learning activities which encouraged 
positive crosslinguistic influence from L2 Spanish to L1 English grammar 
in young learners. The learners (N = 82) were studying Spanish as their 
compulsory foreign language at an English state primary school in the 
UK. As part of ten timetabled Spanish classes over a period of six 
months, 40 pupils, aged 10–11, engaged in self-study activities involv-
ing aspects of Spanish grammar. The activities incorporated thematic 
content and metalanguage based on the grammar, punctuation and 
spelling exam (GPS), a national English grammar test taken at the end 
of primary education. A control group of 42 children engaged in self-
study activities with no focus on grammar. L1 English grammar knowl-
edge pre- and post-intervention was assessed using GPS scores. At 
post-test, a small, non-significant positive effect on attainment in L1 
English grammar was observed. Although preliminary and involving 
only a small effect, the results are promising, showing that engagement 
with Spanish grammar activities might lead to better performance on 
English grammar. These findings are consistent with recent research 
which has established that the cognitive maturity required to develop 
and deploy metalinguistic awareness is present in children at a younger 
age than previously assumed.

RESUMEN
En esta investigación se exploraron los efectos de las actividades de 
aprendizaje que alentaron la influencia interlingüística positiva del 
español como L2 al inglés como L1 en aprendices jóvenes. Los apren-
dices estudiaban el español como idioma extranjero obligatorio en una 
escuela primaria pública inglesa. Como parte de diez clases de español 
programadas en un período de seis meses, 40 alumnos entre los 10 y 
11 años se dedicaron a actividades de auto aprendizaje que trataban 
aspectos de gramática española. Dichas actividades incorporaban  
contenido temático y metalenguaje basado en el GPS (Grammar, 
Punctuation and Spelling), un examen de gramática inglesa que se pre-
senta al finalizar la educación primaria. Durante estas sesiones, un grupo 
de control de 42 niños participó en actividades de autoaprendizaje que 
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no se centraron en la gramática. Se evaluó el conocimiento gramatical 
de L1 antes y después de la intervención usando el puntaje del GPS. En 
una prueba posterior, se observó un efecto pequeño no significativo 
en su desempeño en la gramática del inglés. Los resultados, aunque 
preliminares y con un efecto pequeño, son prometedores y muestran 
que la participación en actividades de gramática española podría con-
ducir a un mejor desempeño en gramática inglesa. Estos resultados son 
consistentes con los estudios recientes que han establecido que la 
madurez cognitiva requerida para desarrollar y hacer uso de una con-
ciencia metalingüística está presente en niños a menor edad de la que 
se suponía con anterioridad.

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY 
Research has shown that the structure of a person’s first language (L1) 
can shape their second language (L2) knowledge; but not much work 
has been done the other way round. Our study explored L2-to-L1 influ-
ence in the context of a Spanish L2 class in a primary school in the UK, 
where children have to take a national English grammar test (the ‘GPS’). 
We wanted to know whether children’s explicit study of Spanish gram-
mar might be associated with enhanced knowledge of English gram-
mar. To test this, we designed self-study activities on Spanish grammar 
which used similar terms and concepts to those covered in English 
grammar classes. Forty pupils aged 10-11 did the activities as part of 
their regular Spanish classes (the ‘experimental group’). We matched 
this group with 42 pupils who spent the time on reading and vocabulary 
activities (the ‘control group’). In order to detect any effect of the Spanish 
grammar activities on pupils’ English grammar knowledge, we exam-
ined their GPS scores before and after the activities and compared them 
with those of the control group. We found that after doing the activities, 
the experimental group performed better on the GPS than the control 
group. We interpreted this as preliminary evidence that children at this 
age might be able to use grammatical knowledge from their L2 to 
understand the grammar of their L1. It is possible that our findings could 
be due to differences between the groups which we did not control. 
More research on this important topic is needed.

Introduction and background

Children around the world are starting to learn additional languages in school at ever 
younger ages (e.g. European Commission, 2012). For many of these children, the dominant 
additional language is English, but for those pupils in Anglophone primary schools, a variety 
of Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) are offered. French remains the most popular second 
language (L2) taught in England, with Spanish growing year by year (Collen, 2020), whereas 
in the USA Spanish comes first, followed by French, but with Mandarin Chinese also widely 
taught (ACIE, 2017). At the same time that governments have been attempting to strengthen 
MFL teaching in the face of ongoing Anglophone monolingual complacency and neglect, 
they have also been attending to concerns about national literacy levels. In 2013, the UK 
government introduced a statutory national examination in English grammar, punctuation 
and spelling (GPS) for England at primary level, with a view to raising literacy levels. In the 
light of these parallel developments in policy and practice, there is clearly potential to exploit 
overlap and forge mutually beneficial links between successful foreign language learning 
and improved first language (L1) literacy. To date, however, this potential has not been 
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adequately recognized or tapped in educational policy, or subjected to rigorous empirical 
enquiry in applied linguistics.

The project reported here addresses this gap by exploring the possibility that studying 
grammar in a foreign language can positively affect the development of children’s L1 skills. 
In a ten-session intervention over six months, 10-11 year old pupils in an English state primary 
school who studied Spanish as their compulsory foreign language analyzed aspects of Spanish 
grammar which incorporated thematic content and metalanguage based on the national 
GPS tests. Pre-intervention mock GPS scores were compared with post-intervention real test 
results to assess the effect of L2 instruction on L1 knowledge. As far as we know, this is the 
first time that such cross-linguistic effects have been tested using GPS test results in England.

In what follows we review relevant literature on the transfer of knowledge between lan-
guages in children and the nature and role of language awareness and literacy development 
in the school context, before providing a sketch of the national and local context of the 
study. Following this we discuss the design and methodology of the study, report and inter-
pret the results of the intervention, and reflect on what they suggest for pedagogical practice, 
professional development, and national educational policy.

Cross-linguistic influence from L2 to L1

Most research on cross-linguistic influence (CLI) in language development and use has con-
centrated on the effects the L1 has on learning a subsequent language (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 
2008; McManus, 2022; Yu & Odlin, 2016) and the issue of whether the language systems of 
bi- or multilinguals are stored in memory separately or in an integrated fashion (Dijkstra & 
Van Heuven, 2002; Meade et al., 2018; Nicol, 2001). Relatively little is known about how the 
L2 influences L1 learning and use, and most of the findings that have been reported have 
focused on bilingual users rather than learners in instructional settings (e.g. Cook, 2003). 
Much of this work has been dedicated to the issue of L1 attrition: the loss or impairment of 
L1 knowledge resulting from various factors, including the dominant use of one or more 
subsequently learned languages (Ecke, 2004; Yılmaz, 2019). Rather less attention has been 
paid to the issue of how learning an L2 may enhance L1 knowledge, although there is con-
siderable evidence for CLI between all an individual’s languages, independently of acquisition 
order and proficiency level (e.g. Hall & Ecke, 2003; McManus, 2022) The benefits of bi- and 
multilingualism for a person’s metalinguistic abilities have also been robustly demonstrated 
in the past couple of decades (Bialystok et al., 2012). Despite the paucity of research, the 
belief that learning another language can have positive effects on the L1 is commonly held 
by educators. As Cook (2003, p. 11) put it: ‘It seems obvious that in some sense knowing 
another language benefits your use of your first language; language teaching classically 
invoked the concept of ‘brain-training’ to justify the teaching of Latin for example’. Indeed, 
Holliday (2012) summarizes some of the twentieth century research finding positive effects 
of Latin (but also MFL) on English-speaking American elementary and secondary school-
children’s L1 vocabulary and grammar.

However, there is little research on L2-to-L1 influence in younger children, especially 
those aged 7 to 11 (up to the end of primary education in England’s national curriculum). 
An exception is the study by Murphy et al. (2015) which examined the influence of learning 
a L2 in primary school on developing L1 literacy skills. The study compared the effect of 
learning Italian, a language with transparent grapheme-to-phoneme correspondence rules 



4 M. MARTÍNEZ ET AL.

(GPC), with French, which has less transparent GPC. Italian also has a simpler phonological 
system; English has more opaque GPC and more complex phonology than either. For exam-
ple, Italian has five vowels which are consistently represented by the five corresponding 
letters; English and French have three to four times as many and these can be represented 
by several different letters and combinations of letters (e.g. dough, toe, owe, flow; sous, où, 
goût, roue). After 15 weekly hours of L2 instruction, mostly involving vocabulary tasks, the 
children showed benefits in several L1 literacy measures compared with controls, and the 
Italian group outperformed the French group on these measures. The authors attribute this 
result to heightened phonological awareness, speculating that learning more transparent 
phonological-orthographic mapping in L2 led to ‘the children’s phonological representations 
of known [L1] words [being] somehow more elaborated or more explicitly represented’ 
(p. 1150). They argue that this is consistent with the findings of an earlier study by Murphy 
and Pine (2003), which investigated the effects on L1 linguistic representations of bilinguals 
vs monolinguals of different ages, including children and young adults. Murphy and Pine 
focused on the role of control over attentional resources, and concluded that the bilingual 
sample had explicit knowledge of the L1 which resembled that of older monolinguals. On 
the basis of data from an experiment in which mono- and bilingual undergraduates learned 
Old English plural morphology, they posited that ‘bilinguals naturally focus their attentional 
skills on linguistic structure during learning (and not just in task performance)’ (p. 164).

In parallel with this psycholinguistically-oriented work on CLI from L2 to L1, there has 
been growing interest in how such interlingual opportunities might be harnessed in school 
contexts. Turner and Turvey (2002) reported the benefits of cross-language collaboration 
experienced by two student teachers of English and French in an English comprehensive 
school. As part of a broader European Union project, Burley and Pomphrey (2002, 2003) 
explored an ‘intercomprehension approach’ to language education within the context of a 
UK university’s teacher education course. They presented qualitative evidence for the value 
derived by English and MFL student teachers from dialogue between the subject areas. 
Gunning et al. (2016) focused on collaboration on reading strategy instruction between 
teachers of L1 French and L2 English for 11-12 year old pupils in an elementary school in 
Quebec. While noting the obstacles presented by lack of shared terminology and curriculum 
knowledge, the participating teachers reported raised language awareness for both them-
selves and their students.

Language awareness and literacy development in the school context

When children start formal education in England at the age of 4 or 5, their cognitive skills 
are still maturing and their literacy skills will be only embryonic in form. Although many 
linguistic and cognitive abilities emerge naturally and subconsciously on the basis of innate 
predisposition and experience, literacy development requires explicit learning (Liberman 
et al., 1989). By the time children reach the age of 7 (the start of key stage 2 in the educational 
system of England), most children learning alphabetic writing systems will have developed 
the ability to decode letters and will be able to use reading strategies independently 
(Horowitz-Kraus et al., 2017), but their lexico-grammatical resources will still be expanding 
and becoming entrenched as advanced cognitive and conceptual abilities continue to 
develop. Murphy et al. (2015) interpret the facilitative L2-to-L1 effects they found in primary 



Language Awareness 5

school children as a function, in part, of the dynamic state of their L1 language skills: ‘Because 
the primary school learner’s linguistic system and literacy skills in the L1 are not yet fully 
established or overly entrenched, it may be more permeable to the facilitating influence of 
the L2 in heightening language awareness’ (p. 1151).

Language awareness, and more specifically metalinguistic awareness (Simard & Gutiérrez, 
2017), is identified in much of the Second Language Acquisition literature with the construct 
of language analytic ability, which can also serve literacy development and the development 
of explicit knowledge of L1 grammar. Roehr-Brackin and Tellier (2019, p. 1115), for example, 
affirm that ‘in many respects, the construct of language-analytic ability can be linked with 
the notion of metalinguistic awareness, defined as the ability to focus on and manipulate 
language form, as well as the ability to treat language as an object of inspection, reflection, 
and analysis’ (see Roehr-Brackin, 2018, for alternative approaches). Language analytic ability 
and the broader concept of metalinguistic awareness with which it is associated are recog-
nized as key components of language learning aptitude (e.g. Carroll, 1981; Kormos, 2013). 
It was long assumed, however, that young children could not as easily deploy conscious 
awareness in learning and relied instead on implicit learning modes. But recent evidence 
suggests that language analytic ability is available earlier than previously thought. Roehr-
Brackin and Tellier (2019), for example, conducted a longitudinal study with 8-9 year old 
English L1 children learning L2 French and found that, although aptitude and language 
analytic ability had not yet stabilized, they were strongly associated with learning gains, with 
language analytic ability the most powerful predictor.

This clearly has implications for language pedagogy, both in MFL and L1. The assumption 
that children were not yet cognitively mature enough to be able to leverage metalinguistic 
awareness in language learning led to a focus on implicit teaching methods. But again this 
conclusion has been questioned by recent evidence. Lichtman (2016), for example, compared 
children and adults on an artificial language learning task, varying the training between 
implicit and explicit methods. She found that both age groups benefitted equally from 
explicit instruction. On the basis of their own research, Roehr-Brackin and Tellier (2019,  
p. 1111) suggest that ‘experiencing explicit, form-focused instruction may foster the role of 
language-analytic ability even in children as young as 8-9 years’.

In line with evidence for gains in explicit L2 grammatical knowledge following explicit 
instruction (e.g. Macaro & Masterman, 2006; White & Ranta, 2002), current research-based 
foreign language teaching guidance (e.g. Ofsted, 2021; TSC., 2016) advocates making use 
of an explicit learning process within the language classroom. The process recommended 
involves form or grammar being taught explicitly then practised, as opposed to implicitly 
where learners assimilate language through rich input. This does not constitute a return to 
decontextualized rote grammar rule learning, but instead involves form-meaning mapping 
which makes grammar essential for understanding meaning. McManus (2019) has shown 
how awareness of form-meaning mappings in L1 can benefit the learning of cross-linguis-
tically complex features in L2 (i.e. those attested in both languages but behaving differently 
in each). McManus and Marsden (2017) also found that explicit L1 grammar instruction and 
practice benefitted L2 grammatical knowledge. This approach is particularly conducive to 
learning in current MFL classrooms, where contact time is generally limited to an hour or 
less per week at primary level (Holmes & Myles, 2019), precluding opportunities for exten-
sive input.
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In sum, there is a substantial body of research on CLI within the contexts of second lan-
guage acquisition and the organization of the bi-/multilingual mind, but rather less on the 
effects of knowledge about L2 on L1, particularly in young children. A few studies have 
demonstrated how language awareness raised during L2 learning can result in benefits for 
L1 literacy development, and recent research has specifically suggested that young children 
can develop metalinguistic awareness, resulting in learning gains, through explicit instruc-
tion. These findings, together with calls for cross-language collaboration in schools, provide 
the academic context for this study. Within this context, our focus is on the potential for 
what we might call ‘cross-linguistic knowledge about language’ (CLKAL) in primary class-
rooms: namely, knowledge about language (KAL) which captures commonalities as well as 
differences between two or more languages.

The study

Rationale

Since the inclusion of GPS in the national literacy exams in England, literacy levels have 
improved (DfE, 2019a; Safford, 2015). Coupled with the inclusion of foreign language study 
as a mandatory part of the curriculum for 7-14 year olds in English primary schools, it appears 
that, overall, children’s knowledge of how language works is increasing, particularly when 
compared to previous generations who did not benefit from compulsory foreign language 
learning at primary level or extensive and systematic English grammar instruction. It is also 
important to acknowledge that primary teachers’ confidence in using grammatical knowl-
edge may also be increasing (Jones & Coffey, 2017, p. 32). Yet any improvements noted, in 
either literacy or language learning, have been limited. The present study directly responds 
to calls for further research into both areas made in two major national reports: (1) recom-
mendations made in the Foreign Languages Pedagogy Review (TSC., 2016) for more research 
into MFL pedagogy in compulsory education, specifically within the UK context; and (2) a 
headline finding from the 2020 British Council Language Trends survey calling for more 
research into understanding ‘the cross-curricular role which languages could play in improv-
ing literacy’ (Collen, 2020, p. 3).

Any new research into L2 pedagogy focusing on the UK context would do well to address 
the following issues: (1) how to optimize limited time allocation and therefore language 
exposure in a timetable heavily weighted towards core subjects (i.e. mathematics and 
English); and (2) how to challenge negative perceptions of foreign language learning, along 
with growing concern about the damaging effects of global English and the assumption 
that ‘English is enough’ (Collen, 2020, p.16). By examining primary MFL as a context for lan-
guage analysis which impacts on literacy, this study considers how utilizing L2 within a lit-
eracy strategy could benefit children’s L1 language skills at the same time as raising the 
profile for foreign language study in the UK. It further develops the research by Lichtman 
(2016) and Roehr-Brackin and Tellier (2019) into early language analytic ability at the upper 
primary school age and is in accordance with a move to more explicit and direct teaching 
of languages at secondary school. Moreover, it also addresses the general need for evi-
dence-informed policy in this area, as argued by Wyse and Torgerson (2017). Although pri-
marily motivated by a desire to respond to developments in UK education policy, this study 
is also intended as a contribution to our broader theoretical understanding of CLKAL and 
the question of whether, and how, it might impact on the development of L1 skills.
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Context

In this section we provide a brief overview of current educational policy and practice in 
England, and note the rapid changes that are planned or underway (indeed, some of which 
have been implemented since the data for this study were collected).

In England, children begin formal schooling and thereby receive literacy instruction from 
4-5 years of age, with teaching of an additional language introduced, according to the 
national curriculum, when they are 7-8 years of age DfE (2014). The commencement of lit-
eracy instruction is therefore earlier than in many other European countries, where formal 
education typically begins later. The National Curriculum for England (DfE, 2014) sets out 
the programmes of study and attainment targets for all subjects across four key stages (KS) 
which span primary and secondary compulsory education. KS1 corresponds to ages 5-7; KS2 
to ages 7-11; KS3 to ages 11-14; and KS4 to ages 14-16. MFL is a compulsory subject at KS2 
and KS3 and therefore bridges the primary and secondary school settings. The national KS2 
compulsory Standard Attainment Tests (SATs) for numeracy and literacy taken at the end 
of primary education include a test in English grammar, punctuation and spelling (GPS) 
which was introduced in 2013 for all Year 6 children (ages 10–11). The test includes a 20-ques-
tion paper for spelling and a 50-question paper for grammar and punctuation with new 
versions set annually. The GPS scores for grammar and punctuation are not disaggregated. 
The following are examples of test items on grammar from the 2017 test (STA, 2017):

(a)	 Which sentence uses the word round as an adjective? Tick one.

•	 The dog ran round in circles.
•	 There was a round of applause.
•	 The castle had a round tower.
•	 The team has already made the final round.

(b)	 What is the subject of the sentence below?

On Tuesday, Mary plans to meet Aidan in Liverpool.

Tick one.

•	 Tuesday
•	 Mary
•	 Aidan
•	 Liverpool

These examples demonstrate how the GPS requires test-takers to draw on explicit lan-
guage awareness, through their understanding and deployment of metalinguistic concepts 
such as sentence, adjective, and subject.

Official statistics show that GPS test results have been rising since the test was introduced 
(DfE, 2019a), but it is not clear to what extent this is accompanied by an increase in literacy 
more fully construed. Educational linguists have criticized the decontextualized nature of 
the exam questions and have expressed concerns that this is leading teachers to ‘teach to 
the test’ (CLiE, 2019). More fundamentally, there is considerable disquiet among teachers 
and applied linguists about the value of the tests and the social injustices they may perpet-
uate (Cushing, 2021).
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There is, however, evidence of teacher support for increasing pupils’ explicit knowledge 
about grammar (Bell, 2016; CLiE, 2019) and certainly no immediate sign of a change in gov-
ernment policy on the role of metalinguistic knowledge in both literacy and MFL teaching. 
Learning a foreign language has been a statutory part of the primary school curriculum in 
England at KS2 since 2014. Knowledge about Language and language learning strategies 
are ‘cross-cutting’ strands in the government’s KS2 Framework for Languages (DfES, 2005), a 
non-statutory guide used by schools which shows how learning objectives in the core strands 
of oracy, literacy and intercultural understanding progress over the four years. One of the 
key recommendations from the MFL Pedagogy Review (TSC, 2016) is that teachers of lan-
guages should know and build on the grammar taught in the KS2 curriculum for English. 
The study reported here explores whether there are grounds to suggest that this interdis-
ciplinary relationship should be bidirectional, in case MFL grammar learning can also be 
tapped into for L1 literacy development.

Research question and hypothesis

Given this context and the urgent need for more empirical evidence to guide research, policy 
and practice, we formulated the following research question for this study:

•	 To what extent is explicit study of Spanish grammar by English-speaking primary school 
students associated with increased explicit knowledge of English grammar?

To address this question, the following hypothesis was tested:

•	 Students who have received explicit guided self-study in Spanish grammar will show 
improved performance on the grammar and punctuation subtest of the GPS test at 
the end of Year 6, in comparison with students who received guided self-study in 
non-grammatical aspects of Spanish.

Method

Study setting

The study was carried out in an English state primary school where Spanish has been taught 
since 2005. Just over 600 pupils attend the school, and there are three classes per year group. 
Classes are mixed-ability, single-year groups and typically include 27–30 pupils. At the most 
recent government inspection before the study was conducted, the school was graded as 
‘Outstanding’. The number of students at the school qualifying for free school meals (a con-
ventional indicator of low parental income) was low (7%). Six per cent of the school popu-
lation had English as an additional language. The school is based in a village located a few 
miles from a city in Northern England. Spanish was clearly embedded in the curriculum and 
viewed positively by staff and students, with weekly timetabled classes and a successful 
exchange partnership with a primary school in Madrid. At the time that the study was carried 
out, pupils began learning Spanish in Year 1 (5-6 years old), delivered for one hour per week, 
either by a teaching assistant with degree-level knowledge of Spanish or two Specialist 
Spanish primary language teachers, one of whom is a native Spanish speaker. English GPS 
is taught throughout Key Stages 1 and 2. In Year 6 formal GPS instruction was given by the 
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class teacher for forty minutes a week, in addition to being embedded in many other parts 
of the curriculum, as is typical in primary education in England.

Design

An intervention design was used, with pre- and post-test measures (see Figure 1). The pre- 
and post test measures were drawn from L1 English and L2 Spanish assessments which were 
already in place at the school (see details below). The English measures were used to test 
the central hypothesis, regarding the impact of the Spanish learning activities on English 
grammar. Spanish attainment levels were used only to establish that the intervention had 
no discernible deleterious effect on overall Spanish attainment. The pre-test measures were 
collected at the start of the academic year (September) and the post-test measures in May 
of the following year. An active control group was used. Children in the control group worked 
on skills (vocabulary and reading) which differed from those targeted in the intervention, 
ensuring no direct impact upon either English or Spanish grammar knowledge. Children 
received the intervention or control materials in the form of self-study activities to complete 
within their weekly Spanish lesson. A self-study approach was used to allow each of the 
three classes to be divided equally into intervention and control groups, thus ruling out a 
class teacher effect. The Spanish teacher was able to direct and monitor the intervention 
group working on the grammar-based tasks and the control group working on the reading 
and vocabulary tasks at the same time. This arrangement differed from the usual teacher-led 
classroom activity forming each lesson, in which: the class teacher generally focused on 
presentation and practice of different skill areas; grammar formed only a small part of the 
curriculum; and cross-linguistic comparison of grammar features was not routine.

Participants

All children from the three classes that formed the Year 6 cohort were invited to take part in 
the study. The children were aged between 10 years 1 month and 11 years 0 months at the 
time the study commenced. A total of 85 students participated in the study; however, data 
from three children were removed due to missing data at baseline. The final sample therefore 
comprised 82 Year 6 pupils (46% girls).

Figure 1. S tudy design.
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Pupils had received approximately 162 h of Spanish instruction over the course of their 
education prior to participating. Students in each class were pseudo-randomly allocated to 
either the experimental group (n = 40) or the control group (n = 42). Matched pair randomi-
sation based on ability was used across the three classes in order to initially allocate students 
to the intervention or to the control group (Hanan, 2015). To ensure that age and gender 
were also balanced, where there were imbalances, participants of similar ability were redis-
tributed across groups. This ensured that the groups were well matched on T1 ability, age, 
and gender.

The study was approved by York St John University Research Ethics Committee (approval 
number RECII00010) and was carried out with full informed consent from the Head Teacher 
of the participating school. As the activities were part of normal classroom activity, parent/
carer(s) were informed of the study and invited to opt their child(ren) out of the data collec-
tion if they did not wish them to contribute to the research.

Pre- and post-test measures

Pre-test measures (T1)
English pre-test measures were taken from existing data: as was normal practice in the school 
each year, the children were administered the previous year’s English GPS test (as a mock 
test) at the beginning of Year 6 to assess their levels of English spelling and grammar. These 
scores constituted the pre-test measures of children’s grammatical knowledge of English. 
The full test can be consulted online (STA, 2017).

Spanish pre-test measures were derived from existing teacher assessments, taken through 
the Year 5 academic year. The children were assessed across five areas: speaking, listening, 
reading, writing, and grammar. Assessment evidence was gathered from 11 tasks across the 
year (two listening, one speaking, one reading, four writing and three grammar) and these 
were used by the teacher to rate children’s overall level of Spanish proficiency on an ordinal 
scale ranging from 1 to 4.

Post-test measures (T2)
The children’s scores in the English GPS paper in the Year 6 SATs (STA, 2018), taken three 
months following the end of the intervention, were used as the English post-test measure. 
The timing of administration of this paper was determined by the standardised nationwide 
testing schedule. Results from this test were broken down into achievement scores in spelling 
(/20) and grammar (/50) separately.

Like the corresponding pre-test measures, Spanish post-test measures were based on 
teacher assessments across Year 6 and followed the same scoring procedure.

Materials

Intervention materials
Learning activities were developed which required students to work through ten sessions 
of self-study paper-based worksheets which built on the Spanish knowledge the students 
had acquired over their seven years of Spanish instruction. The instructions were written 
in English and answer sheets were provided for students to self-check as they worked 
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through each task as independent learners. Grammar terminology used in the tasks was 
consistent with the terminology used by the class teacher and Spanish teacher which 
was aligned with the matrix and language of instruction used in the official GPS tests. 
Materials were piloted with the previous year group, establishing that the level of difficulty 
was appropriate and that the students were able to study independently using the 
worksheets.

Activities were divided into four categories. The first part involved four sessions dealing 
with syntax. The second part included three sessions on subject pronouns, verb conjugation, 
and word order. Part three contained two sessions on punctuation (use of the question mark 
and exclamation mark) and included the identification of questions and statements. Part 
four was a session on register and the 2nd person subject pronouns (formal and informal, 
singular and plural). Worksheets also included extra information in the form of language 
tips and advice, together with activities for metalinguistic reflection and raising awareness 
of cross-linguistic variation. All worksheets were accompanied by answer sheets which chil-
dren were encouraged to use to check their own answers. Comparisons with English gram-
mar were made where appropriate. Extra activities in each task provided for extension and 
ensured all students had enough time to complete the main questions and check answers. 
Figures 2 and 3 provide examples of a worksheet and an answer sheet.

Control materials
The control group received ten self-study sessions working on exercises in Spanish reading 
comprehension and vocabulary. For example, students were asked to skim and scan a text 
in Spanish to find specific vocabulary or expressions or to complete a word search. They 
were asked to revisit language that they had already been taught as well as using inferential 
skills to attempt to understand new vocabulary. The activities for the control group were 
specifically designed to ensure that children were developing their Spanish without explicitly 
analyzing grammar.

Procedure

All testing and intervention took place at the school during school hours allocated to Spanish 
language study. In their Spanish lessons, both the experimental and control group students 
were given printed self-study materials to work through independently in the ten minutes 
of self-study time allocated in each lesson. The materials they were given were differentiated 
according to which group they had been assigned to. Pupils were encouraged to work on 
their own and at their own pace. Children who finished early were allowed to do an activity 
on their school laptops which was not related to the study. The Spanish teacher was on hand 
to assist the children if needed. Observation by the teacher confirmed that students were 
on task and most students were able to complete the activities in the allocated time.

Data analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS version 25. Complete datasets for the 
GPS spelling and grammar subtests were available at pre- and post-tests. Three children had 
missing Spanish proficiency scores at pre-test. Little’s test indicated that these values were 
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missing completely at random (χ2 = 1.63, p = .812). The missing values were therefore imputed 
using expectation maximisation. We first present descriptive statistics for the L1 and L2 
measures at both time points, and examine age and gender effects, since these demographic 

Figure 2. W orksheet on verbal Inflection and null subjects.
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variables have been shown to be associated with language skills in previous research (e.g. 
McPhillips & Jordan-Black, 2009; Reilly et al., 2019).

We assessed the effect of the L2 intervention on children’s L1 performance in Year 6 GPS 
scores for Spelling and Grammar separately. We were interested in evaluating the effect of 
intervention on change in children’s performance between the two time points, rather than 
effect on T2 scores alone; in other words, we assessed whether the mean change in each 

Figure 3. W orksheet from activity on adjectives, with answers.



14 M. MARTÍNEZ ET AL.

outcome variable differed between the intervention group and control group. We examined 
effect sizes alongside alpha-values in all inferential analyses in order to assess the impact of 
the intervention on children’s Spelling and Grammar skills. As a first step, we compared 
T1-to-T2 change scores in Spelling and Grammar between the two groups using indepen-
dent-sample t-tests, examining effect sizes (Cohen’s d) as an initial indicator of effect of 
intervention. Next, we used mixed analysis of variance (ANOVAs) for repeated measures to 
compare performance on Year 6 Spelling and Grammar tests, with time as a within-partici-
pants factor, and group as a between-participants factor. We examined the interaction 
between time and group.

As a post-hoc analysis, we examined the moderating effect of demographic variables 
(age/gender) using mixed ANOVA for repeated measures, in order to explore whether the 
effect of intervention varied across sub-groups of children (i.e. girls/boys; children who were 
older/younger in the school year).

Results

In this section we begin with some brief qualitative observations about student engagement 
with the intervention before presenting the analysis of the quantitative data.

Engagement with intervention materials

Overall engagement with the materials was observed to be good during the self-study time 
with students generally staying on task and focusing on the intervention materials. Teaching 
staff reported that students found the format of the intervention like a ‘test’; this was perhaps 
due to them being given individual self-study worksheets to work through. One novel feature 
was the provision of the answer sheet so that they could self-check their answers. Teachers 
observed that some students felt like they were cheating, whereas others felt it gave them 
agency over their learning. As would be expected, some students found the tasks more 
difficult than others; however, there was no indication that any pupils were unable to engage 
with the activities. The teacher observed that tasks being presented only in the written 
modality was likely to make it harder to understand what was required, as they would usually 
be given verbal instructions, or have a task presented or demonstrated to them visually.

Most students clearly had awareness of grammatical differences between Spanish and 
English, with some showing quite developed levels of language-analytic ability. For example, 
the following was one child’s answers to questions (c) and (d) from the answer sheet on 
adjectives reproduced in Figure 2:

1.	 Sentence a is el and sentence b is la this different because one is masculin and one 
femelin; (d) noun and adjective are the opposite way round adjective noun

Another child answered the following to the question at the end of the worksheet on verbs 
(reproduced in Figure 3):

2.	 (c) That when you translate from Spanish, it doesn’t always make sence so you have 
to change the order of some words.

In an activity on verb conjugation, one child responded with the following when asked to 
explain how English conjugation worked with third person pronouns:
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3.	 It changes to Wants instead of want or wanted The ending is different!
Overall, responses to the activities demonstrated that children were able to engage 
CLKAL by explicitly comparing English with Spanish grammar. This can be seen in this 
sample of answers to question (d) on adjective-noun order from a further six pupils:

4.	 The Adjective comes before the Noun
5.	 the noun comes first
6.	 The noun and adjective have swapped. Spanish sentence ‘A’ actually means says ‘The 

book red.’
7.	 They are switched round so the noun is first.
8.	 The adjective comes after the noun in Spanish.
9.	 they put frut red when we put red frut

The children are showing here that they are aware of commonalities as well as differences 
between the two languages (i.e. CLKAL): they understand that Spanish words and their 
translation equivalents in English belong to the same word classes (in this case noun and 
adjective) but that the order of the two differs across the languages (noun first in Spanish, 
adjective first in English).

Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics for the measures of L1 English spelling and grammar, and of L2 Spanish 
language skills, taken at pre-test (T1) and post-test (T2), are reported in Table 1; the distri-
bution of scores on tests of spelling and grammar at each time point is displayed in Figure 4. 
None of the tests of L1 spelling, grammar or L2 Spanish skills differed significantly between 
the intervention and control groups at T1 or T2. It is noteworthy that children’s scores on the 
Spelling GPS subtest did not improve from pre- to post-test in either group. In contrast, 
Grammar scores showed improvement from T1 to T2 in both groups. Teachers’ ratings of 
children’s Spanish attainment remained relatively stable over the course of the study, con-
firming that the intervention had no deleterious effect on it.

Effect of intervention
Change scores in performance in L1 Spelling and Grammar from pre-test to post-test were 
computed by subtracting T1 scores from T2 scores. There was no difference in change scores 

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics (mean (standard deviation)) for GPS scores; median (range) for Spanish 
score) for pre- and post-test measures of L1 spelling and grammar and L2 skills, split by intervention group.

Intervention Group 
n = 40

Control Group 
n = 42 Group difference (t)

Effect size 
(Cohen’s d)

Time 1 (end of Year 5)
GPS Spelling (/20) 14.15 (4.99) 13.14 (5.84) .84 (p = .40) .19
GPS Grammar (/50) 28.33 (8.75) 29.05 (10.14) .35 (p = .73) .08
Spanish score3 2 (1-4) 2 (1-4) U = 741.50 (p = .69)
Time 3 (end of Year 6)
GPS Spelling (/20) 13.55 (5.00) 12.81 (5.26) .65 (p = .52) .21
GPS Grammar (/50) 35.23 (7.56) 34.26 (9.32) .51 (p = .61) .11
Spanish score3 2 (1-4) 3 (1-4) U = 786.00 (p = .58)
1Raw score; 2Summed z-scores; 3Teacher rating (1–4).
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between the intervention and control groups on Spelling (intervention M = −0.60 (SD = 3.21); 
control M = −0.33 (SD = 3.55); t(80) = .36, p = .36; d = 0.08).

For the Grammar subtest, there was a greater change between T1 to T2 in the intervention 
group than in the control group, representing a small effect (intervention M = 6.90 (SD = 4.27); 
control M = 5.21 (SD = 4.47); t(80) = 1.74, p = .042; d = 0.39).

Figure 4.  Boxplots showing children’s scores on the tests of spelling (above) and grammar (below) at 
pre- and post-test, separated by group (intervention/control).
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Repeated measures analysis of variance allowed an evaluation of the interaction 
between time and group on change in performance from T1 to T2. For the Spelling subtest, 
there was no main effect of time (F(1, 80) = 1.56, p = .216; partial η2 = .02), group (F(1, 80) 
= 0.62, p = .421; partial η2 = .01) and no time x group interaction (F(1, 80) = 0.13, p = .722; 
partial η2 = .00).

For the Grammar subtest, there was a large effect of time (F(1,80) = 157.14, p < .001; partial 
η2 = .66). There was no main effect of group (F, 180) = .004, p = .960; partial η2 = .00). The 
interaction between time and group represented a small, non-significant effect (F(1,80) = 
3.04, p = .085; partial η2 = .04), such that children in the intervention group showed slightly 
greater improvement in grammar scores from pre-test to post-test in comparison with chil-
dren in the control group. Change from pre- to post-test performance by intervention group 
is depicted in Figure 5 for Spelling (Figure 5(a)) and Grammar (Figure 5(b)) respectively.

Post-hoc moderation analysis
In order to assess whether the effect of intervention on children’s Grammar scores differed 
according to demographic variables, we ran two further mixed ANOVAs for repeated effects, 
adding children’s age (younger/older in school year) or gender (female/male) respectively 
as an additional between-participants factor. The critical interaction term indicated no mod-
eration of the effect of intervention by age (time x group x age group: F(1,78) = 0.26,  
p = .615; partial η2 = .00). There was a trend for boys in the intervention group to show more 
improvement in grammar than girls in the intervention group; the interaction represented 
a medium effect but was not statistically significant (time x group x gender: F(1,78) = 2.37, 
p = .100; partial η2 = .06).

Discussion

In this study, we aimed to assess the effect of a self-study grammar intervention in L2 
(Spanish) on 10- to 11-year-old children’s progress in mandatory tests of L1 (English) Spelling 
and Grammar. From the beginning of Year 6 of primary education (pre-test) to the manda-
tory assessments at the end of Year 6 (post-test), there was no improvement in children’s 
Spelling scores. Children in both groups showed improvement in performance on the 
Grammar and Punctuation subtest from pre- to post-test, and there was a trend for children 
in the intervention group to show greater improvement over the course of study. The effect 
of intervention on attainment in L1 English grammar at post-test was small and not statis-
tically significant. Further analysis found that response to the intervention was not mod-
erated by age or gender, although there was a trend for boys to show more progress than 
girls in the intervention group. Taken together, these findings suggest that at least some 
pupils engaging with the L2 Spanish grammar activities might have been able to use this 
experience to enhance their performance on a test of L1 grammar. The fact that grammar 
scores increased from T1 to T2, but that spelling scores did not, suggests that any effect of 
the intervention on GPS performance across participants was grammar-specific. 
Furthermore, the stringent design of the control group, in which all aspects of the inter-
vention were matched aside from the focus on grammar, give us some confidence to con-
clude that the positive trend in the results for children in the intervention group was indeed 
an effect of the intervention.
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We therefore interpret these results as tentative confirmation of Murphy et  al. (2015) 
findings for primary school children learning Italian and French. Consistent with earlier work 
by Murphy and Pine (2003), they concluded that young children are able to deploy their 
knowledge of other languages in their development of L1 literacy. Our data suggest that 
children aged 10-11 can benefit from explicit information about, and practice with, L2 
Spanish grammar in an assessment of their declarative knowledge of L1 English grammar, 
thus complementing McManus and Marsden (2017) findings for a similar effect from L1 to L2.

The findings of Lichtman (2016) and Roehr-Brackin and Tellier (2019) suggested that 
children under 9 and as young as between 5 and 7 could benefit from explicit L2 instruction 

Figure 5.  (a) Performance on GPS spelling subtest from pre-test to post-test by intervention group. (b) 
Performance on GPS grammar subtest from pre-test to post-test by intervention group.
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and could develop explicit knowledge of L2 structure, confirming that language-analytic 
ability can develop on the basis of explicit instruction. Our data appear to suggest that 
slightly older children might be able to benefit from explicit self-study materials and, more-
over, use the experience as a basis to develop CLKAL and apply it to L1. It is worth considering, 
however, that the nature of the intervention activity may have led to differing levels of impact 
on students. The intervention materials were presented in a self-study format that required 
students to work through and manage their learning independently. This would naturally 
favour those students with more fully developed autonomous learning skills. Learner auton-
omy has proved to be a complex concept to measure empirically with any degree of confi-
dence, due to its multifactorial nature (Komljanec & Šebalj, 2020). Furthermore, there is no 
simple age-based developmental trajectory that can predict how an individual learner’s 
autonomous learning skills will develop. However, research supports the notion that higher 
academic achievers exercise greater autonomy over their learning (Gülnihal & Balçıkanlı, 
2019). It is clear that complex factors such as self-motivation, confidence, self-regulation, 
and metacognition all contribute to increasing a student’s ability to manage their own learn-
ing and their development depends on a complex interplay of individual differences (e.g. 
Schunk, 2012).

Evidence suggests that teachers play a critical role in the development of learner auton-
omy by guiding students and teaching towards effective learning strategies that students 
can go on to use independently (e.g. Reinders, 2010). Given the young age of the children 
targeted by this intervention, it is plausible that many participants would not have the auton-
omous learning skills required to enable them to learn most effectively from self-study mate-
rials. It can therefore be argued that a teacher-led or mixed approach might result in students 
gaining more from this intervention programme, and most promisingly, this would expand 
its impact to a wider range of learners. Alternatively, effectiveness might also be improved 
by giving more support and training on how to work through self-study materials at the 
start of the intervention.

There are a number of further methodological factors that may have led to the small, 
non-significant effects demonstrated, and a more extensive study would allow their impact 
to be assessed. First, the measures used to assess the effectiveness of the intervention, whilst 
ecologically valid, may not yield a sufficiently precise assessment of its impact. Both the 
pre-test and post-test measure contained assessment of grammatical skills but also included 
punctuation which was not targeted by the intervention. Rogde et  al. (2021), in their 
meta-analysis of measures used to evaluate the impact of oral language interventions, found 
that the pattern of results of multiple studies indicated that large beneficial effects of inter-
vention on trained vocabulary were often found when the knowledge of trained vocabulary 
was tested, but much smaller effect sizes were evident when the impact was assessed on a 
standardized vocabulary test. It is possible that a significant and larger effect of intervention 
may have been found had the pre- and post-test measures been specifically designed to 
cover the same grammatical constructions or concepts included in the intervention; however 
this would not provide an indication of generalization of the training to other grammatical 
constructions and concepts.

Furthermore, there was a delay of approximately three months between completion of 
the intervention and the post-test measure being taken. It is encouraging that, given this 
interval, a marginal effect was evident. Further studies should include an immediate 
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post-test measure as well as a delayed post-test measure, and explore the use of a mix of 
bespoke and standardized measures in pre- and post-test assessment.

Finally, whilst the sample size was felt to be appropriate for initial assessment of the 
intervention, a larger scale study in multiple settings would have more power to: (a) detect 
the impact of the intervention while controlling more robustly for individual differences; (b) 
distinguish which children benefit most from it; and (c) determine whether more can be 
done to increase the impact on those children entering the intervention with the poorest 
grammatical skills. Furthermore, a larger scale study would allow the effectiveness of the 
approach to be tested with children from a more diverse range of backgrounds.

Implications and future research

These results provide preliminary proof of concept for the idea that pupils can benefit from 
cross-linguistic knowledge about language (CLKAL) emerging from L2-to-L1 influence and 
indicate that further consideration could be given to its inclusion in the timetable. For set-
tings like England, where time dedicated to MFL is limited, CLKAL would probably need to 
be included in literacy sessions (thus, effectively extending MFL time for pupils). Where MFL 
is well-embedded in primary schools, a CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning) 
approach to CLKAL could be developed, in which students learn about literacy through MFL. 
The findings here also imply that intentional learning is beneficial, perhaps necessary, for 
the transfer of knowledge from L2 to L1, consistent with the findings of Murphy and Pine 
(2003) and Murphy et al. (2015).

As Gunning et al. (2016) reported, it is crucial that MFL teachers have knowledge of the 
English curriculum and vice-versa, and that terminology be standardized across both sub-
jects. The kind of productive inter-subject dialogue documented by Turner and Turvey 
(2002) and Burley and Pomphrey (2002, 2003) is uncommon still in teacher education for 
primary level and is unlikely to become embedded only on the basis of top-down stipu-
lation by government guidelines (e.g. DfES, 2005) or recommendation in professional 
reviews (e.g. TSC, 2016). A key site for promoting and enabling the necessary knowledge 
and knowledge-sharing for CLKAL is teacher education. Pre-service teachers in England 
are expected to learn how to ‘[h]elp pupils apply knowledge and skills to other contexts’ 
(DfE, 2019b) and there is scope for CLKAL to be incorporated into teacher training courses 
as part of this.

Conclusion

Despite over half a century of applied linguistic advocacy for an integrated approach to L1 
and L2 development through language awareness (Hawkins, 1999), in other words CLKAL, 
educational policy and practice still keep MFL and English literacy separate. In the light of 
new impetus for change from several recent influential research and policy reports, the study 
reported here sought fresh evidence for the beneficial effects of early crosslinguistic aware-
ness-raising. Specifically, it explored the possible effects of young children’s explicit L2 
Spanish learning on L1 English grammar, for the first time using GPS tests as a measure. 
Although the results are preliminary and the effect of the intervention was small, without 
reaching statistical significance in the current sample, they are promising, showing that 
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Spanish grammar activities might lead to better performance on English grammar in the 
Year 6 GPS test, at least for some students. Further research is needed in order to shed more 
light on how children’s CLKAL can be developed at this crucial age and whether it can lead 
to stronger and more pervasive effects on learning outcomes. Next steps would include 
trialling different interventions, with more teacher-led activities perhaps making CLKAL 
accessible to a broader spectrum of children, and adjusting L2 grammar content so that it 
more closely matches, and is more explicitly compared with, L1 grammatical constructions. 
It will also be worthwhile to consider the use of technology-enhanced learning in future 
studies and the potential of language learning gamification in both the creation of future 
intervention materials and in CLKAL input in the classroom.
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