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ABSTRACT

The present study aims to investigate the role of literacy in the acquisition of vocabulary in
refugee children. Recent studies in bilingual children have found the beneficial role of literacy
in lexical knowledge. In the present study participated ten refugee children with Greece as area
of residence. Since 2015 over a million refugees came to Greece, either to stay or to continue
deeper into Europe, the majority of which are from Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, Pakistan, Iran and
the Democratic republic of Congo. For the purposes of this study half of the participants
received literacy support in Greek through schooling (i.e. the control group), whereas the other
half received additional literacy support (three hours per week) attending teaching interventions
(i.e. the experimental group). The examination of the participants was conducted in three
stages: a pretest stage, followed by three-month teaching interventions and ended with the
administration of a post-test. The participants were tested in vocabulary skill (i.e. expressive
vocabualary) in both test and teaching intervention stages. The findings demonstrate better
performance of the control group on vocabulary in the pre-test. However, this performance of
both groups appeared equal after the end of the teaching interventions.
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INTRODUCTION

Children deriving from refugee backgrounds have experienced childhood adversity, which has
impacted their academic, linguistic and social development. From a cognitive perspective,
these traumatic experiences have been linked with negative effects on executive functioning,
weaknesses in understanding instructions, organization of information and working memory
problems such as difficulties in retaining instructions during problem solving (Cole, O’Brien,
Gadd, Ristuccia, Wallace & Gregory, 2005; Kaplan, Stolk, Valibhoy, Tucker & Baker, 2016).
Refugee trauma can also cause neurobiological dysfunctions in the brain by even impairing the
development of specific regions such as the prefrontal and parietal lobes (Whittle et al, 2013).
This in turn can contribute to difficulties in the development of attention, concentration, verbal
declarative memory and language acquisition process (Hart & Rubia, 2012; Wilson et al., 2011).
Poor schooling quality and reduced educational experience, as in refugee camps, has also been
shown to have detrimental effects on cognition, as exhibited in children’s low scores in various
cognitive measurements such as Block Design, Digit Symbol, Digit Span and Matrix
Reasoning (Ostrosky-Solis & Lozano, 2006; Shuttleworth-Edwards et al., 2004). In addition,
migrant/refugee children’s difficulties with literacy in Greek and school vocabulary affect their
school performance (Papadopoulou & Agathopoulou 2017; Tzevelekou et al. 2013).

However, as soon as literacy begins to be developed the development of language and cognitive
skills are also enhanced (Ardila et., 2010). Regarding the formal education for refugee children
in Greece, the Institute of Educational Policy provides reception classes for primary and
secondary education that covers the levels from Al to A2 and was established since 1980. The
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programme is aimed for refugee children who either have a minimal level or no literal skills.
Their target is to teach the Greek language to these children as a second language, in order to
enchance their communication skills and to start the process of their integration into the society.
They are offered with the opportunity to learn information about the Greek culture and they
learn skills that will also help them in their interpersonal communication, socialization and later
on professional life.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Research in monolingual children claims that limited vocabulary development leads to
incomplete development of literacy (Swanson et al., 2008; Lee 2011) which also affects school
performance (Duff et al. 2015; Rescorla 2005; Rickets et al. 2007). Similar studies have been
conducted with bilingual children as well.

Studies on bilingual children from different educational settings have manifested that children
attending schools, where both languages are supported, have higher cognitive skills than
children attending schools, where one language, mainly the majority language, is supported.
For instance, bilinguals coming from bilingual educational settings scored higher on fluid
intelligence, verbal working memory and updating tasks compared to bilinguals coming from
educational settings where the majority language is mainly supported (Andreou 2015). Similar
findings were demonstrated in other studies (Leikin et al. 2009).

With respect to the bilingual educational setting and its connection with vocabulary knowledge,
it has been found that bilingual children who receive language support in their L1 performed
better in vocabulary tasks in both languages compared to children who are educated only in the
majority language (Cobo-Lewis et al., 2002; Oller & Eilers, 2002).

In linguistic tasks recent studies have shown that bilingual children, who attended a bilingual
educational setting and who lag behind in the vocabulary scores (in Greek) compared to
bilingual children attending monolingual schools, showed similar performance on Elicited
Imitation Task with the bilinguals who attended a monolingual educational setting (Andreou
et al. 2020). Likewise, similar results have been found in tasks that have to do with narrative
abilities (Andreou & Tsimpli, 2020) and referential expressions (Andreou et al. 2015).

So far, the number of studies investigating the efficacy of teaching intervention in refugee
children is very limited. Moreover, research has not in depth examined the extend to which
language and literacy abilities develop in refugee children who acquire Greek as a second
language.

METHODOLOGY

Participants

Participants of the present study were ten typically developing refugee children with Arabic as
their mother tongue (10-12 years of age), living in Boetia (Greece). Two groups were
administered: The control group consisting of 5 children, who acquired literacy support by
being schooled in Greek; the experimental group, consisting of the remaining 5 children, who
acquired extra literacy support through teaching interventions received two hours per week.
The children did not have any knowledge in Greek prior to the study.
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Material

In order to ensure the participants’ normal intelligence level, the children were tested in a non-
verbal intelligence task before the beginning of the pre-test. (Raven, Raven & Court 1998). The
pre-test stage, examined expressive vocabulary. An identical test was administered in the post-
test stage, directly after the end of the intervention, (immediate post-test), in order to evaluate
the potential improvement in the vocabulary skills of the children. A series of three-month
teaching interventions was conducted, where the participants belonged exclusively in the
experimental group. During the interventions, the children were deployed with new vocabulary
on a daily basis, implementing various teaching techniques, providing information regarding
morphosyntactic features. The participants experienced all four categories of language skills
(listening, speaking, reading and writing); therefore they acquired literacy skills in Greek.

RESULTS

No differences were detected among the two groups in the non-verbal intelligence task. For the
statistical analysis non-parametric tests (Mann Whitney U) were performed.

From Table 1 we observe that the control group outperformed the experimental group
(U=5.324; z=-2.142; p=.031) in the pre-test expressive vocabulary but not in the post-test.
Furthermore, as we observed in the within group comparisons (Wilcoxon tests), in the
experimental group the knowledge of the receptive vocabulary has been increased (z=1.882;
p=.049).

Table 1. Participants’ percentage means SCOre.

Groups Raven task Pre-test Post-test
(%) expressive expressive
vocabulary (%) vocabulary (%)
Experimental group 2% 8% 13%
Control group 74% 12,5% 14%
DISCUSSION

The aim of the present study was to investigate the impact of literacy on expressive vocabulary
in refugee children.

The children were exposed to literacy by means of teaching interventions. For testing the
literacy effect, the experimental group (consisting of half of the participants) received teaching
intervention aside from their school curricular activities, whereas the control group (consisting
of the other half of the participants) received class lessons in the camp. All participants took
part in the pre- and post-tests for determining their morphosyntactic and vocabulary abilities in
Greek prior to and after the end of the interventions.

The findings revealed that the two groups varied in terms of performance only before the
intervention, with the experimental group presenting inferior vocabulary skills in comparison
to the controls. However, the groups did not demonstrate any variation after the end of the
intervention stage. The results indicate the positive influence of the interventions on linguistic
skills. (Robinson & Sorace 2018; Beck & McKeown 2007).

CONCLUSIONS

The aim of this project was to explore the extend to which a systematic enrichment of
vocabulary input through teaching interventions could have a positive effect on the language
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skills of the refugee children. It is however implicit that further research is required in order to
adequately investigate the topic.
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