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How do reading skills differ across languages in Arabic-English bilingual 
students 

•  Background 
•  Learning to read demands many skills and processes 
•  Phonological processing predicts outcomes in word 

reading in most languages (Anthony & Francis, 2005; 
Ziegler & Goswami, 2005) 

•  To understand how typical reading skills develop in a 
specific language, it is important to analyse the linguistic 
characteristics of that language. 

•  Comparison between transparent and opaque 
languages. 

•  The degree of transparency can have different levels for 
each language. Every language has different 
orthographic problems (Liberman, Shankweiler, Fischer 
& Carter, 1974).  

•  Research Aims 
•  To examine reading skills of bilingual children who 

struggle with word-level reading in Arabic and/or English.  
•  To identify the similarities and differences in patterns of 

word reading difficulties and strengths that bilingual 
children have in each language. 

•  Methodology 
•  Participants: 
•  76 English-Arabic bilingual children (8-12) years  
•  41 from UK 
•  35 from Saudi Arabia 
•  Measures: 
•  Standardised tests 
1.  Word and nonword reading efficiency (TOWRE-2) 
2.  Word and nonword reading accuracy(DTWRP) 
3.  Phonological Processing (CTOPP-2) 
All tests adapted for administration in Arabic as well as English 

•  Questionnaires 
•  Questionnaires relating to home language use 

administered 

•  Procedure: 
•  Each child was tested individually 
•  TOWRE, DTWRP and CTOPP in English and Arabic 
•  Home language questionnaire 
 

Results 
•  How do reading and reading-related skills differ 

between Arabic and English in bilingual students? 
•  Word reading accuracy and efficiency (TOWRE and 

DTWRP) 
•  Children do better in English than Arabic tests in word reading 

efficiency and accuracy (see Figures 1& 2) 
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Figure 1: Word reading efficiency (TOWRE) 
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Figure 2: Diagnostic test of word 
reading processes (DTWRP) 

 

English  Arabic   

 Phonological processing (CTOPP):  
Performance was better in English than Arabic in the Memory, 

Phoneme Isolation and Rapid Naming 
Better in Arabic than English in the Blending Words and Non-

word Repetition subtests 
No differences between English and Arabic on the Elision, 

Blending Non-words and Segmenting Non-words subtests 
(see Figure 3 & 4)  
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Figure 3: Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP)  
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Figure 4:Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP)  

English Arabic 

•  How do reading and reading-related skills differ in 
Arabic and English between bilingual students in UK 
and Saudi? 

•  Performance was significantly lower in Saudi Arabia than 
UK in both languages.  

•  Children performed better in Arabic as well as English in the 
UK than Saudi Arabia 

 

Conclusion 
•  The reason that children do not perform well in reading 

Arabic might be because, reading relies on vision as well 
as requiring the accurate visual perception of letters and 
words while the Arabic words use a cursive alphabet with 
many forms for most of the letters, this means that the 
children require strong sublexical orthographic skills to be 
able to read accurately. Or might be that the children had 
less exposure or less instruction to the Arabic language.  

 


