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Preface

Text comprehension is an important skill for personal fulfillment and for achieving 
academic and professional success. It is also a complex skill, involving cognitive 
abilities that interact at different text levels. The special perspective of this book 
builds on research on multilingual children’s comprehension of narrative and expos-
itory texts in the course of their cognitive development. Comparisons with corre-
sponding findings of “monolingual” children raised and schooled in environments 
emphasizing L1 are intended to turn the readers’ attention to the issue of what 
impact languages may exert on text comprehension. The chapters focus on text 
comprehension beyond basic biologically grounded processes such as phonological 
decoding of oral or written input, as multilingual children—even when proficient in 
each of their languages—are challenged at the text level rather than at the word and 
grammar level. The author of this book attempts to find answers to the question of 
whether text processing in a second or more languages suffers when bi-/multilin-
gual children perform in their other languages as compared to their native first lan-
guage. The book addresses developmental periods from early childhood to 
adolescence and young adulthood and covers listening and reading comprehension. 
Research about reading comprehension dominates text comprehension literature, 
but the broad developmental span targeted in this book requires that listening com-
prehension will be in the focus as well. The nine chapters of this book present new 
insights into the cognitive processes enabling and regulating multilingual text com-
prehension, which bear the potential to be beneficial for knowledge of multilingual-
ism in general and for research in the domains of cognitive development, discourse 
linguistics, and education.

Texts in languages other than the comprehender’s native language can only be 
processed by multilingual individuals who have basic language proficiencies in 
each language. The question of the extent to which language, and especially multi-
lingualism, plays a crucial role in the construction processes of gist formation rep-
resents the leading theme of this book. Chapter 1 outlines the scope of the book and 
offers access to the concepts and their meaning in text comprehension research. 
Chapter 2 reports findings that offer potential explanations for the complex relation-
ship between knowing and using language(s) and understanding texts. Chapter 3 
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introduces common methods of assessing text comprehension in children with ref-
erence to the languages involved. General developmental issues addressing cogni-
tive abilities and skills relevant for text comprehension are addressed in Chap. 4, 
while research findings from the domain of text comprehension in preschool- and 
school-aged children are discussed extensively in Chap. 5. Chapter 6 presents issues 
related to the dynamics of text comprehension, asking about the time parameters of 
composite processes of comprehension. Chapter 7 is devoted to theories and models 
of text comprehension given multilingual and developmental constraints. The book 
author suggests a model derived from her data that proposes inferences as mediators 
between cross- and monolingual text input/output conditions and text comprehen-
sion. The model introduces bilingual language proficiency as a moderator. The final 
Chaps. 8 and 9 point out applications developed for training and interventions to 
improve understanding in from kindergarten age on to secondary school and issues 
in need of further clarification.

This book aims to develop a framework for fine-grained analyses of text compre-
hension skills that may foster our understanding of children’s text comprehension 
and comprehension problems. These issues have meanwhile been discussed in the 
literature to such an extent that a critical selection, structuring, and organization of 
the research areas are necessary. As linguistic issues have prevailed in the psycho-
linguistic research, the linguistic surface structure of the text has already received a 
great deal of attention. The psychological approach shifts the focus from the lin-
guistic surface to the mental representation of the text. From the point at which the 
meanings of the linguistic structures are identified, psychological researchers pro-
vide appropriate expertise to explore comprehension processes leading to the men-
tal representation of a text.

The literature on children’s text comprehension has a long history in the educa-
tional sciences. Multilingual text comprehension research, by contrast, essentially 
only spans the last two decades. Earlier research on bilingualism and multilingual-
ism favored word-level and sentence-level language comprehension processes. In 
view of current global mobility and migration, there is an urgent need to investigate 
higher-order cognitive processes like text comprehension and to examine how they 
are affected by a multilingual comprehension task performed by a multilingual child.

The book author’s own research is selectively integrated into this overview of 
international findings on children’s text comprehension in the light of their multilin-
gual competencies and multilingual texts. In addition to a summary of relevant lit-
erature, the author presents her own published and unpublished research results on 
L1-dominant, bi- and multilingual children’s and young adults’ text comprehension 
in their native language German, their second language English, and various other 
further languages. Whereas the L1-dominant sample consisted of three age groups 
(8-, 9-, and 10-year-olds), the bilingual sample comprised German fourth graders, 
aged 9 to 10 years, attending German-English bilingual schools, most of them from 
nursery school onward. The bilingual schools were public Europe Schools, a pro-
gram dedicated to bilingual education from the first to sixth grade in Germany. The 
third group, comprising multilingual university students, were proficient in Polish 
(L1), German (L2), and English (L3).
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This book reflects the need to clarify how proficiency in more than one language 
and language dominance can impact the higher-order cognitive processes of text 
comprehension under monolingual and crosslingual text input and output condi-
tions. The author emphasizes developmental aspects of text processing, as educa-
tional applications should be based on the knowledge of how multilingual children’s 
cognitive processes change during the developmentally decisive years for text 
comprehension.

Berlin, Germany  Ute Schönpflug   
Autumn 2023
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