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Abstract  
The study of the learning in second and third languages is a subject of current scientific interest, 
especially at the educational level. Most of studies show the importance of this area in children and 
they focus on different environments linguistic, but little is known about the relationship between 
languages learning and phonological oral development. When we are based on theory, if children are 
exposed to more linguistic sounds, it is supposed that their understanding and their production about 
different phonological knowledge will be better. In this work the proposal is to analyze the phonology 
differences that exist between three groups of children exposed to different languages: monolingual 
(Spanish), bilingual (Spanish and English) and trilingual (Spanish-English and basque). The 
participants were 272 students who were studying their first course in Primary Education (6 years old). 
The results were taken through the Phonological Register test with quantitative methodology. In this 
test, children had to produce the name of 57 tasks in spontaneous expression and repetition. 

The results indicate that there are differences between these groups and the bilingual group is better 
than the other groups in spontaneous expression. In addition, the trilingual group of children benefits 
more from repetition tasks in phonology area than the other groups. The monolingual group presents 
lower results than the other groups. Thus, the influence of new languages (not only the mother 
tongue) seems to be important in the phonological oral development and this learning could improve 
our phonological knowledge. This leads us to study the need for a systematic learning of different 
languages that allows increasing the linguistic knowledge of our students. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The concept of bilingualism and trilingualism refers to the ability of a person to communicate 
independently and alternately in two or more languages. Some authors refer to bilingualism can be 
measured on a scale between two poles. In the first extreme the person lives a total unconsciousness 
of the existence of other languages and, in the opposite pole, it manages with fluency both languages. 
There are different types of bilingualism depending on the time of acquisition, early or simultaneous 
(where the two languages are developed at a very early age) or late or successive (where the second 
language (L2) is later learned in the mother tongue) 1,2.  

The current boom in language learning is a worldwide phenomenon associated with three factors: a) 
the development of psychological research in language learning, as well as the concern for cognitive 
development; B) nationalist politics and c) migrations and cultural variety. But, in addition, there is also 
the influence of the increase of intercultural relations 3 and the search for labor competencies in a 
globalized world 4.This makes the hours taught in foreign language at different stages of education, as 
well as the incorporation of languages at early ages has increased 5. However, while learning and 
bilingual education are booming in our country, there are still debates in the educational community in 
the face of doubts about the relevance or importance of education of children in different languages, 
and around the training of teachers, the methodology or the characteristics of the acquisition of a 
language other than Spanish. On the other hand, these doubts increase in the absence of 
investigation of the importance or impact of bilingual education 6. 

Until the 1960s it was thought that bilingualism had a negative effect on children verbal skills, until in 
1962, Peal and Lambert published an article with completely contrary conclusions 7. Positive and 
negative effects are reported in the literature. It was also believed that there were different 
neurological correlates 8 although the scientific literature points to a shared cortical substrate for L1 
and L2 9. Among the negative effects we find a decrease in verbal fluency 10,11, possibly due to the 
extra time required to select the language and decide the code 12,13 and a slower development of 
language 14,15. 
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Among the positive effects we found that the bilingual subject may have a greater phonological 
knowledge that potentially is associated with greater phonological awareness and better auditory 
discrimination 16. Some authors indicate that the phonemic ear that allows to discriminate the sounds 
of different languages, in the case of the bilingual ones acquire them for several languages. 

Although depending on the type of bilingualism (successive or late) this will report problems or not, 
since if it does not develop properly in the school stage with the development of literacy can give many 
problems 17. Following this line some researchers believe that although exposure to multiple 
languages is not responsible for a language disorder if it is an additional burden 18. 

The idea that phonological skills improve is not shared by all authors, because some believe that 
bilingualism interferes in the different areas of language 19, especially in late bilinguals. According to 
some authors, the transferences between languages depend not only on the type of bilingualism but 
also on the similarity between languages, since the more similarity the greater the number of 
interferences 20. It should also be taken into account in which phonemes interference occurs because 
not all are acquired at the same age 21. 

2 METHOD 
In this study, a quasi-experimental unifactorial design was used in order to observe the influence of 
the learning of different languages (independent variable) on children's phonological development 
(dependent variable) 

2.1 Participants 
The participants of this study were 272 children from the first course of Primary Education (six and 
seven years old) divided into three groups: monolingual (Spanish), bilingual (Spanish and English) and 
trilingual (Spanish, English and Basque). These participants belonged to different public and 
concerted schools of different communities of Spain, both in the monolingual and bilingual groups 
(Castilla-La Mancha, Castilla y León, Comunidad Valenciana, Madrid, Murcia and Andalucia). The 
trilingual group belonged exclusively to educational centers in the Basque Country. 

2.2 Instruments 
We used the Phonological Register test 22 for the evaluation of phonological development. This test 
evaluates phonological component of language in two ways: spontaneous expression and repetition 
and it is validated for Spanish-speaking children between 3 and 7 years. It is composed of 57 items to 
assess phonology. The results of children can be interpreted by therapists by comparing them with 
those of other children with the same chronological or mental age. This survey employed the raw data 
to perform statistics. 

2.3 Procedure 
Each participant was evaluated individually in their own schools, in the room where speech and 
language therapy is carried out, and therefore in a place the children already knew. In order to control 
better for attention, we took care that there were no toys or other objects in sight of the children. Just 
one session was required for each child in order to complete the evaluations. 

3 RESULT 
The results found in this study reveal that the group of bilingual children obtains the best score in the 
spontaneous expression tasks followed by the trilingual group and, finally, the group of children who 
only have Spanish as the only language (Table 1).  

Table 1.  Score in Phonological Register Test. 

 Monolingual Group Bilingual Group Trilingual Group 

Spontaneus expression 49,4 51,2 49,69 
Repetition 1,06 1,16 1,22 
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The group most benefited at the level of phonological development through repetition tasks is the 
trilingual group, followed by the bilingual group. However, the differences were not significant between 
the three groups in both tasks. 

4 DISCUSSION 
The main objective of this research was to determine if the phonological development in Spanish of 
students participating in bilingual and trilingual programs was being affected by exposure to English 
and other language and if their competence was evolving according to their age. The results of our 
study demonstrate that the participants' Spanish phonological development is not affected by second 
and third language learning. It seems, therefore, that students are able to keep L1 and L2 apart and, in 
the case of students in the center of the Basque Country, an L3. These results coincide with the 
findings of other investigations at the European 23,24 and national 25. 

Several studies show that the development of areas such as phonological awareness and the 
recognition of letter-sound correspondence can help in the development of other competences, such 
as literacy 26,27. Similarly, from the data collected in this study it would be interesting to explore 
whether there are significant individual differences between the students in the experimental groups 
according to their L1 (Spanish, Immigration Language or Euskera) or what methodological and 
organizational aspects Bilingual and trilingual programs may be contributing to the correct 
development of Spanish. 

The clear commitment of the autonomous communities to the model of integration of second and third 
language learning requires rigorous, far-reaching research on the effect of these programs on 
students' L1, so we consider that more research is needed, Especially in the Primary Education stage, 
which is considered one of the most important in learning and where children consolidate the 
development of oral language. Further research is needed on the relationship between plurinlingual 
environments and oral development. 
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