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DIALECT AWARENESS AND LITERACY
IN A BIDIALECTAL SETTING

Evdokia Pittas & Terezina Nunes
University of Oxford

Abstract: This study, which took place in a bidialectal setting, examined the extent to which
dialect awareness in Time 1 can predict reading and spelling in Time 2. The children (N = 49,
7- to 9-year olds) were learning literacy in Cyprus where a dialect is spoken in certain contexts
but Standard Modern Greek is also widely used. Because there are no standardised measures
of dialect awareness in Greek, we developed measures of this factor as part of the study. The
dialect measures were related to reading and morphological spelling tests six months later. The
educational implication of these results, which still must be tested through intervention studies,
is that improving children’s dialect awareness may lead to enhanced success in literacy learning
in bidialectal settings.
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this study was to investigate whether dialect awareness is related to
children’s literacy achievement. The study took place in Cyprus where the Greek
Cypriot Dialect (GCD) is spoken in certain contexts (e.g., in the family, in radio
comedies, in television humorous commercials often for local products, in shops and
in the streets) but where Standard Modern Greek (SMG) is also widely used, for
example in the media such as news broadcasting and in formal settings such as school
and the Parliament. Because children learn literacy in a variety of Greek that is
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different from the one used at home and in most settings where they interact before
they start going to school, it is possible that the colloquial variety interferes with their
literacy learning. In what follows, we first provide some background on the question of
how the use of a dialect relates to literacy learning. We then present a brief description
of how the GCD differs from SMG. Finally, we report a study that investigated the
internal consistency of the measures of awareness of the dialect that we developed and
their relation to measures of reading and spelling.

Background

The most important property of orthographic systems “is the universal language
constraint: All writing systems represent spoken languages” (Perfetti, 2003, p. 3), and
children in different countries must learn how their particular languages are
represented in the orthographies they are learning. In situations in which the written
language differs from the spoken language, e.g., the standard variety from the non-
standard variety/dialect, children should find it more difficult to realise that written
language encodes one of the varieties they speak. This is because non-standard
varieties, although no different in complexity from the standard varieties (Schilling-
Estes, 2008), do not have their own orthography, and spelling is based on the standard
variety (Petyt, 1980). A dialect or a non-standard variety, that is, any variety of a
language shared by a group of speakers (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes, 2006), differs
from the standard variety in respect to pronunciation and grammar (McDavid, 1969).

The more distant is the spoken variety from the orthography, the more the
additional difficulties the children are expected to encounter in their learning
(Goodman, 1969). From an early age children learn to use a non-standard variety
which differs from the medium of instruction as well as from the written language used
in school books (e.g., Labov, 2003; Saiegh-Haddad, 2005; Washington, 2001); thus,
they need to write words which they do not use in their spoken language and also to
read and understand words which are different from those in the dialect (Fasold,
1969). Because dialects are usually not explicitly taught and the differences between
the dialect and the standard variety tend to be ignored by the educational authorities,
bi-dialectal children need to make an increased effort to learn how to read and spell in
the standard variety which does not correspond to their spoken language at home (e.g.,
Labov, 1995; Labov & Baker, 2003; Saiegh-Haddad, 2003).

Greek orthography is viewed as transparent because pronunciation is predictable
from spelling and the sound of each single letter or digraph remains constant in
different contexts (Chitiri & Willows, 1994; Goswami, Porpodas, & Wheelwright,
1997). Thus, Greek children master word reading quickly and their progress is
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predicted from their phonological awareness (e.g., Aidinis & Nunes, 2001; Harris &
Giannouli, 1999; Porpodas, 1991). Because the relation between oral and written words
in Greek is not exhausted by phoneme-grapheme correspondences, morphological
awareness is also important in spelling because the spelling of some words, particularly
of inflections, is not predictable from pronunciation. There are cases in which some
phonemes correspond to different spellings. For example, in Greek, the phoneme /i/
corresponds to five different graphemes: (“1”, “n”, “ev”, “o”, “v”). The two words “zoly’,
[kal'i/ (nice, in the feminine and singular, as in nice woman) and ‘xoho(’, /kal'i'/ (nice, in
the masculine and plural, as in nice men) are homophones but are spelled differently.
When these many-to-one correspondences happen in the spelling of suffixes and
prefixes, the right grapheme can be predicted from morphology, as in ‘xas’ and ‘xalor’.
There is evidence that children’s awareness of morphemes is important for mastering
these spellings (e.g., Bryant, Nunes, & Aidinis, 1999; Chliounaki & Bryant, 2002, 2003;
Pittas & Nunes, 2014).

Thus, learning literacy in Greek requires both phonological awareness and
morphological awareness. The question examined in this study is how this learning
task changes when children learn literacy in one variety of the language but the variety
that they use in everyday life is a different one. Greek Cypriot children live in a
bidialectal setting: they speak the GCD dialect in most social contexts but must learn
to read and write in SMG. The differences between the spoken and the written forms
are phonological and morphological, and may have the effect of transforming a
transparent orthography into a less transparent one, perhaps more difficult to master.

Learning literacy in bidialectal settings

This bidialectal setting is not unique to Cyprus: there are many settings in which the
colloquial variety of the language spoken by the child differs from another form, often
more prestigious, which is written. Labov (1995) hypothesised that differences
between the linguistic variety spoken by a child and the form that is used in writing may
result in reading errors, which will then miscue the child with respect to the meaning of
the text being read. For example, a spoken dialect may create a new homophone (in
African-American English [AAE], “told” and “toll” are homophones, but not in
Standard> American English [SAE]), and the child has to identify the correct meaning

! The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) is used to represent the sounds of the Greek Cypriot
Dialect and Standard Modern Greek.

2 Different researchers use different terminologies to refer to these two forms of English. We will
use African American English (AAE) and Standard American English (SAE) throughout this
paper for consistency.
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from the spelling without reference to the words as spoken in his or her dialect (Labov
& Baker, 2003). Morphological differences between a standard and a colloquial form
can also exist: for example, in AAE, the regular past test inflection is often omitted.
Labov and Baker (2003) raised the hypothesis that this omission may result in
comprehension difficulties in further reading of the text. There can also be intrusions
from the dialect in writing, because the child may represent in writing the form that
(s)he uses in speaking. Treiman (2004), for example, analysed the intrusion of features
of AAE in the writing of adults, speakers of AAE or SAE. She focused on the
phonological differences between AAE and SAE; for example, the final consonant of
words such as “ballad” is pronounced as voiceless /t/ rather than voiced /d/ in AAE.
Participants were first asked to show their familiarity with each of the words, then asked
to spell the word heard in a sentence and to pronounce the word. Treiman observed
that speakers of SAE, in comparison to speakers of AAE, performed significantly better
in spelling and produced fewer voiceless final consonants in spelling (e.g., ‘haggart’ for
‘haggard’). It was also found that the researcher’s pronunciation of the dictated words
influenced spelling; African-American students showed more intrusions in spelling
when the experimenter was a native AAE speaker.

Evidence for the hypothesis that dialect users face greater difficulty in literacy
learning has accumulated in the last decades. There are three different ways in which
this effect could be mediated, and all three might operate at the same time; these
different ways are not alternative hypotheses. First, familiarity may be an important
factor: children who are exposed less often to a form of the language but then have to
learn literacy in this variety would be at a disadvantage when learning to read.
Evidence for the familiarity hypothesis can be obtained from studies with children
learning to read Arabic, who are invariably involved in a bidialectal situation. Arabic
has usually two forms, a classical form, FusHa, which is spoken on formal occasions,
and a vernacular form, Aamiyya, used in everyday life (Feitelson, Goldstein, Iraqi, &
Share, 1993). Children learn to read and write in the classical form. Abu-Rabia (2000)
assessed children’s reading comprehension when they were either in first or second
grade. About half of the children had been exposed to classical Arabic throughout
their pre-school years through story reading, whereas the others had not been exposed
to this form of the language in pre-school, but only to their vernacular. The group that
had been exposed to literary Arabic performed significantly better in the reading
comprehension tests when they were in first or second grade than the group that had
not received this familiarisation during the preschool period.

Second, it has been hypothesised that children in bidialectal situations need to invest
more cognitive effort in order to master word reading and spelling (e.g., Labov, 1995;
Labov & Baker, 2003; Saiegh-Haddad, 2003). Evidence for this greater cognitive effort
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has been obtained also with children learning literacy in Arabic. Saiegh-Haddad (2003)
observed that preschool and first grade children who were Arabic dialect speakers had
significantly greater difficulty in isolating phonemes belonging to the standard variety
than isolating phonemes in words from the vernacular form they spoke. In fact, their
performance in these phonological awareness tasks was better with pseudowords
derived from words in the colloquial variety they spoke than with real words in the
standard form of the language (Saiegh-Haddad & Geva, 2008). Thus, isolating
phonemes in the standard variety demanded greater effort, although the children were
performing basically the same cognitive operation of phoneme deletion in both tasks.

Finally, Terry (2010) suggested a third possible mediator for the greater difficulty
that dialect users seem to have in learning literacy. She suggested that, beyond the use
of a dialect per se, language awareness may be an important factor in literacy learning
for dialect users. Children who use AAE in interactions with an adult in school, a
situation in which the standard variety is expected, may be less aware of the different
uses of the language than children who use fewer markers of the dialect in this
situation. Terry’s rationale for the role of language awareness was based on the
observation that, in her study, the use of AAE correlated with emergent literacy
measures obtained when the children were in kindergarten. She expected that there
would be negative correlations between use of AAE and those measures of early
literacy that are dialect sensitive, such as rhyme recognition, but not with those that are
not, such as knowledge of the alphabet. However, negative correlations were observed
both when the emergent literacy measures were dialect sensitive and when they were
not. This led her to hypothesise that there might be a more general explanation for
these correlations, namely, children who use AAE in situations where it is not the
expected form of the language are less aware of dialect differences and language in
general and thus perform less well in all emergent literacy measures. In this study, we
examined the hypothesis that dialect awareness is a predictor of literacy learning.
Because dialect variations are not random, but rather systematic with respect to the
language thatis represented in writing (see Terry, 2006), children who use a dialect and
are aware of how it differs from the standard form are predicted to have an advantage
in learning to read and spell over children who use the same dialect but are not aware
of how the two varieties of the language are connected.

The Greek Cypriot Dialect and its relation to literacy learning
Dating back to the 12th century BC Greek groups, the Achaeans, settled in Cyprus

from the Peloponnese of mainland Greece spreading the Mycenaean language, the
language which Michael Ventris deciphered in 1950s and showed to have been Greek
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(Horrocks, 2010). The Greek Cypriot Dialect (GCD) represents the ‘East Greek’
varieties spoken in Southern Greece (Horrocks, 2010; Newton, 1972a; Panayotou,
2007) and archaeological evidence shows that the GCD shares numerous particular
linguistic features with the Arcadian dialect spoken in the heart of the Peloponnese
(Chatzioannou, 1996; Panayotou, 2007; Rayes, 1994). The differences between the
two varieties which are mainly phonological and morphological are very few in relation
to the similarities. For example, in the GCD the word /fonin/, ‘snow’ is transformed to
/xi'oni/ in SMG because the Cypriot sound /f/ corresponds to the Standard Greek /x/
before back or final vowels; in the GCD the active voice present tense verb /bor usin/,
‘they can’ is transformed to ‘umopouv’, /bor'un/ in SMG because there are different
endings for active and passive voice first conjugation singular and plural verbs in the
past and present.

Only a handful of studies with Greek Cypriot speakers have examined whether the
use of the GCD interferes with literacy learning. Yiakoumetti, Papapavlou, and
Pavlou (2007) analysed intrusions of GCD in written text. The participants in this study
were GCD speakers in 6th grade. Students’ dialect use in speech was assessed by means
of a three-minute interview and in writing by written essays on language and geography
subjects. The authors report the emergence of intrusions both when the students were
speaking and producing text that should be written in SMG. In speech, the most common
intrusions from the dialect, measured in number of intrusions per minute, were
morphological (3.3 intrusions per minute), followed by phonological (2.4 intrusions per
minute), lexical (1.3 intrusions per minute) and lastly syntactic (defined asword order: 0.5
intrusions per minute). In writing, the most common intrusions from the dialect, measured
in number per 100 words, were first lexical (3 intrusions per 100 words), followed by
morphological (2.2 intrusion per 100 words) and lastly phonological (0.5 intrusion per 100
words). No syntactic intrusions from the dialect were identified in writing.

Using an intervention design, Yiakoumetti (2006) aimed to develop GCD
speakers’ literacy skills by carrying out a quasi experimental study with an intervention
and a control group. Both groups were pre- and post- tested in oral speech and written
essays. The participants in the experimental group were trained by their class teachers
to identify the differences between SMG and GCD and to convert sentences from
SMG to GCD. The teaching sessions lasted for 45 minutes each day for three months.
When the children were post-tested, the experimental group produced significantly
fewer dialect related intrusions in speech and writing than the control group. Thus,
changes in the use of the dialect in speaking were accompanied by changes in writing.
However, the students’ awareness of the dialect was not measured directly in this
study, so it is not possible to know whether this awareness was the mediator of the
changes resulting from teaching.
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These studies show that there is a connection between use of the dialect in speaking
and intrusions of GCD in writing. However, neither of the studies provides direct
evidence for the role of awareness of features of the dialect in learning literacy.

The present study

The hypothesis examined in this study is that Greek Cypriot children need to bear in
mind the differences between GCD and SMG in order to understand how Greek
orthography works and thus learn to read and spell. If they can easily convert GCD
forms into SMG forms, this ability would facilitate their understanding of how oral and
written words are connected.

In order to examine whether dialect awareness is related to reading and spelling,
we developed measures of awareness of the connection between GCD and SMG. The
measures of awareness of the dialect were given to the children on the first sweep of
data collection; on the second occasion, six months later, the children were given
measures of word reading and spelling. Our prediction was that dialect awareness
would be related to children’s performance on word reading and spelling measures.

Socio-economic status is related to children’s performance in reading and spelling
(e.g., Seymour, 2005) and in situations in which a dialect is used it was shown that
children’s socio-economic status mediates the connection between dialect related
intrusions and reading and spelling. In the African American English setting in which
differences among income per capita are wide, findings show that middle
socioeconomic status African American children outperform low socioeconomic
status African American children in oral language (Washington & Craig, 1998) and in
reading tests (Singham, 1998). Thus, in the present study, the hypothesis that dialect
awareness predicts reading and spelling is examined in a setting in which socio-
economic differences are at a minimum. There are variations in how marked the use of
GCD is when city and rural groups are compared (Tsiplakou, Papapavlou, Pavlou, &
Katsoyannnou, 2006), but our focus was not on the number of features of GCD used by
the children but rather on the awareness they would display when translating from
GCD to SMG.

The tasks used in the study were designed to test whether the children realise that
an oral form in the Greek Cypriot dialect may not be represented in writing because
changes are made to transform it into Standard Modern Greek, but that the
transformations of oral to written form are consistent and predictable; thus, children
were asked to translate sentences and pseudowords from GCD to SMG. Among
various task types discussed in the literature (e.g., Charity, Scarborough, & Griffin,
2004; Fogel & Ehri, 2000; Labov, 1969; McCormick-Piestrup, 1973) such as ’elicited
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imitation’, ‘spontaneous speech’, and ‘translation’ type of tasks, the ‘translation’ type
was chosen because the aim of this study was to assess whether children are aware of
the differences between the dialect and the standard variety (Fogel & Ehri, 2000). On
the other hand, the ’spontaneous speech’ and the ’elicited imitation’ tasks are more
appropriate for assessing the number and different types of dialect related intrusions
in speech. For example, the ‘spontaneous speech’ tasks require children to produce
speech by a variety of means such as interviews or pictures and so on. For instance, some
studies (e.g., Craig, Zhang, Hensel, & Quin, 2009; Terry, Connor, Thomas-Tate, &
Love, 2010) asked children to orally describe a picture, other studies (e.g., McCormick-
Piestrup, 1973; Yiakoumetti et al., 2007) assessed dialect related intrusions in speech by
means of question and answer interviews or informal interview conversations.

METHOD
Participants

The sample was drawn from three classes of one state-supported primary school sit-
uated in a middle-class area near the capital city of Cyprus. Participants (N = 49)
were Greek Cypriot children who were in Grade 2 or Grade 3 (25 boys; 24 girls).
Their age range was seven years and five months to nine years and three months at
the time the study started. All of them spoke the Greek Cypriot Dialect in most
social contexts but learnt to read and write in Standard Modern Greek, which is the
medium of instruction. When the second sweep of data collection took place, the
children were in third or fourth grade. In order to simplify the description, we will
refer to these two groups as the younger and older group. Children who spoke lan-
guages other than Greek or had a learning difficulty were excluded from the sam-
ple. The first phase of data collection took place at the end of the third school term;
the second phase of data collection took place six months later, during the next aca-
demic year, at the end of the first school term.

Measures

In order to obtain face validity, the dialect awareness measures were selected and
designed after several discussions with linguists and experts in the field of child
learning. The tasks used in the present study were adapted from those developed by
pioneers in the field (e.g., Baratz, 1969), and have been tested by researchers in
other languages. The tasks were modified after being pre-piloted with a small group
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of typically developing children (N = 6) in Grades 1 through 4. During the pre-pilot
study we confirmed that children understood the test instructions easily and that
there were no ambiguous items or pictures. We were also able to confirm that the
children enjoyed the tasks and did not find the answer sheets complicated. In view
of the novelty of the measures, for all tasks there was a larger pool of items created
than the number expected to be used in further analyses; this allowed item reliabil-
ity to be examined and the unreliable items to be excluded from the analyses.

The words included in the tasks were selected from the first to the third grade
school books used in state-supported schools so that the children would find them
familiar. The most commonly used words were based on the consonant-vowel (CV)
syllabic structure. Pseudowords were included to make sure that children had not
come across the items before; these had the same syllabic structure as the real
words. Research showed that preschool and first grade children perform well in oral
tasks using pseudowords (Berko, 1958). The construction of the pseudowords took
account of the fact that Greek phonotactics has restrictions on which consonants
are allowed in word-final position. The consonants most commonly occurring at the
end of the words are [n] and [s] (Holton, Mackridge, & Philippaki-Warburton,
2004). The pseudowords contained only consonant clusters that are permitted in
Greek.

Although the dialect awareness measures involve a writing task, the tasks were
not carried out in the same way as the usual spelling tests given in schools since in
those tests all the words are pronounced in Standard Modern Greek. Two measures
were used to assess dialect awareness. We describe first the nature of the tasks and
then the transformations involved in going from GCD to SMG in the stimuli used.
The tasks are presented in Appendix A and B.

Sentence translation task

This task was developed on the basis of the work by Fogel and Ehri (2000), who
adapted a translation method tested originally by Baratz (1969). In the Fogel and
Ehri (2000) study, the children, all users of AAE, read five sentences written in
AAE and were asked to translate them by re-writing them in SAE. In order to pro-
duce a translation from one form of the language to the other, the children must be
aware of the differences between the two forms of the language. In the present task
the sentences to be translated from the vernacular were presented orally because
GCD is hardly ever used in writing. The experimenter said eleven sentences, one at
a time, in GCD. The children were asked to write each one in SMG. Eight sentences
contained both phonological and morphosyntactic transformations and three sen-
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tences contained phonological transformations only (see Appendix A). All sen-
tences were short with a minimum of three and a maximum of nine words; the num-
ber of transformations per sentence varied from one to three, producing a total of
17 transformations to be performed in writing. Each word was scored using one for
a correct transformation and zero for an incorrect transformation or no transfor-
mation; maximum possible score was seventeen.

Pseudoword translation task

This task was based on the same translation paradigm as the sentence translation task but
used pseudowords. The children had to produce in writing a translation from the dialect
to the standard variety. Although this may seem at first glance an impossible task,
because one could argue that a pseudoword has no semantic content and cannot be
translated, we considered it a sensible task due to the fact that dialect variations are sys-
tematic and predictable. The pseudowords were based on the consonant-vowel (CV) syl-
labic structure and contained only consonant clusters that are permitted in Greek. Eight
pseudowords involved phonological transformations and contained phonemes used in
GCD that are not used in SMG. Therefore, these phonemes had to be transformed into
their substitutes in SMG. Two items involved a morphological transformation and used
a suffix in GCD that does not exist in SMG and thus had to be replaced by its substitute
in SMG. The children heard each pseudoword with the GCD pronunciation and were
asked to write it down as they would have to be written in school (see Appendix B).
Correct representations of the pseudowords in SMG were given one point; unexpected
spellings or representing the pseudowords in GCD were given no points.

The items requiring phonological transformations examined the most important
phonological differences between the two varieties of Greek. Table 1 gives exam-
ples of phonological transformations. The phonological differences between the
Greek Cypriot Dialect and Standard Modern Greek are consistent.

1. The GCD sound /df/ corresponds to the Standard Modern Greek /k/ before

front vowels (e.g. Cypriot /dfe/: Standard Greek /ke/ ‘and’);

2. the Cypriot sound /f/ corresponds to the Standard Greek /x/ before back or
final vowels (e.g. Cypriot /'fonin/: Standard Greek /xi'oni/ ‘snow’);

3. the Cypriot sound /fk/ corresponds to the Standard Greek /vy/ before front
vowels (e.g. Cypriot /afk'i/: Standard Greek /avy'i/ ‘dawn’);

4. the Cypriot sound /Bx»/ corresponds to both Standard Greek /§/ and /8j/
before front and final vowels (e.g. Cypriot /6k’e/: Standard Greek /6j'e/
‘uncle’; see Newton, 1972b). Table 1 presents examples of these transforma-
tions using Greek letters.
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Table 1. Examples of p

i

dowords used for phonological transformations

Greek - Cypriot Standard Modern Greek Phoneme needed to be
pseudoword pseudoword transformed
Example:
1. 1léxoto %ENOTO /df] — /k/
df"iekoto k’ekoto
2. oogfota xEPaTa V=
J'evata ¢'evata
3. navépul HOVEVEL k) — N/
kan'efki kan'evi
4. Buanevim duaxevim [0n/ — 9/
Okiaken'io diaken'io — [0/

Items that required morphosyntactic transformations examined the most impor-
tant differences between the two varieties: 1) verb endings, 2) the syllabic augment €,
and 3) the clitic pronoun (see Appendix C for a description on the morphosyntactic
differences between GCD and SMG). Table 2 gives examples of the morphosyntactic
transformations.

Table 2. Examples of words used for morphosyntactic transformations

Greek - Cypriot word

Standard Modern
Greek word

Morphosyntactic
transformation

1. a) Towouv /tr'osin/
b) etpayovdicaov
/etrayud'isasin/
C) E0TEXOVHOVY /

est’ekumun/

a) Tewve/tr'one/
b) toayovdnoav
/tray'udisan/

c) OTexdUovv
/stek’omun/

The ending of verbs

(first and second conjugation)

in the active and passive voice

in non-past and past tenses in
indicative mood had to be changed.

2. a) eTQUyoudNoaoLY
/etrayud'isasin/

b) emjauev
Jep'iamen/

C) EOTEXOVUOVV
Jest'ekumun/

a) teayoudnoav
/tray'udisan/

b) miyaue
/p'tyame/

c) oterduovv
/stek’omun/

The syllabic augment &-
(in all the past verbs)
needed to be deducted.

a) oov elma /su 'ipa/ The clitic pronoun had to change

syntactic position.

3. a) elma oov /'ipa su/

The spelling and reading measures

In order to test whether the children’s performance in the dialect awareness meas-
ures predicted their performance in spelling and reading, the children were given
two spelling measures and one reading measure six months after they had been
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given the dialect awareness measures. The reading test and one of the spelling
measures were standardised measures, but the spelling test was found to contain
very few words whose spelling required the use of morphology (e.g., words with end
sounds that correspond to different inflections and therefore are spelled different-
ly). Therefore, a measure of the children’s use of appropriate morphological dis-
tinctions in spelling was designed and included in the study.

The standardised spelling test. The spelling test (see Appendix D) was developed
by Mouzaki, Protopapas, Sideridis, and Simos (2007, p. 135) and has very good psy-
chometric characteristics (internal consistency reliability: Cronbach’s o = .945; test-
retest reliability: Pearson’s r = .910). It is suitable for the age of the participants in
this study and shows good discrimination when given to second and third graders-
the level of schooling of the participants in this study. It consists of 60 words pre-
sented orally in the context of a sentence. The procedure is typical of spelling tests:
first the target word is pronounced, then the sentence including the target word, and
then again the target word. The children write the target word after it has been said
three times. The session is interrupted when the child makes six consecutive errors.
In this study, the test was administered in the classroom so the stopping rule was
adopted a posteriori. Although all the children attempted all the words in the ses-
sion, the children’s scores considered only the number of correct spellings up to the
point before they made six consecutive errors, thus applying the rule used when the
task is administered individually. In the study by Mouzaki et al. (2007), the maxi-
mum score obtained by second graders was 38 and by third graders 48. We decided
to present 40 words to the younger group and 50 words to the older group, allowing
for extra words to be spelled correctly in order to avoid a ceiling effect. Each word
was scored using one for the correct spelling and zero for an incorrect spelling.

The morphological spelling test. This test consisted of 20 words with 32 different
prefixes and suffixes (see Appendix E). The procedure was the same used for the
previous test; all the sentences contained simple clauses in which the syntactical and
grammatical moods were clear. The target spellings in the test were prefixes and
suffixes whose spellings are predicted from morphology but not completely speci-
fied phonologically (as in the ending /i/, which can be spelled in different ways). The
children were given one point for each morpheme spelled correctly.

The reading test. The reading test designed by Tafa (1995) was used in this study.
It was standardised in Greece. The test assesses both reading comprehension and
fluency and was designed for administration in the classroom. It is appropriate for
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children in the age range of the participants in this study and uses a close-proce-
dure. The children are presented with sentences that contain a blank; they are
required to choose and underline, from four alternative words, the one that will cor-
rectly fill the blank in the sentence (see Appendix F). The test consists of 42 sen-
tences and is timed; 40 minutes are allowed for completion. Items left blank are
considered incorrect. The experimenter presented four examples prior to the imple-
mentation of the test.

Procedure

The measures were designed for group presentation and were administered by the
first author, a native Greek Cypriot, in Standard Modern Greek which is the medi-
um of instruction in school. Each task was brief, to be completed in 10 minutes. The
items in each task were randomly ordered and then presented in a fixed order. Prior
to the beginning of each task, which took place in children’s classrooms during morn-
ing hours, two to three examples were given as practice so that the children would
understand what to do. In these practice trials, after the children had given their
answers, the correct answer was presented on a screen. The children were given pos-
itive feedback for their responses and the correct answer was briefly discussed with
them. During the assessments, no comments were made on children’s answers.

RESULTS
Preliminary analyses

The tasks designed for the present study were scrutinised through a preliminary
analysis to examine normality of the distribution, item level of difficulty, and item
reliability. The reliability analysis identified items whose removal had a positive
impact on the task reliability and also items that were either too easy or too diffi-
cult, therefore contributing little to the discrimination between participants. These
items were omitted from the tasks.

Table 3 presents the means, the standard deviations and Cronbach’s a for each
task. The reading and spelling tasks had been standardised on a Greek sample and
Cronbach’s a was calculated for this sample for these tasks too. In order to check
whether the two measures of dialect awareness could be combined to a single score,
the internal consistency analysis was also carried out with all the items of the two
tasks. All of the measures had acceptable levels of internal consistency.
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Table 3. Means, standard deviations and Cronbach’s a for each of the tasks

Mean Standard Cronbach’s a
Deviation

Sentence translation task 11.88 1.96 78 Total
(maximum score = 17) 1 Cronbach’s
Pseudoword translation task 4.02 2.11 .69 I o= 798
(maximum score = 10)
Morphological spelling test 26.26 5.12 .83
(maximum score = 32)
Reading test 27.57 6.53 .83

(maximum score = 42)

Standardised spelling test
(maximum score for the 26.00 6.21 .85
younger group = 40)

Standardised spelling test
(maximum score for the 30.94 8.72 .92
older group = 50)

Regarding the normality of the distribution and item level of difficulty, the neg-
ative skew score (z = -6.98) and positive kurtosis score (z = 12.25) of the sentence
translation task were significant at p < .001. A ceiling effect was observed indicat-
ing that children found the task easy; most children scored high and few of them
scored very low. This might be a good measure for identifying the children who are
not aware of the differences between the dialect and the standard variety. The pseu-
doword translation task was neither too difficult nor too easy for the children; ceil-
ing or floor effects were not observed. The scores of negative skewness (z = -0.39)
and kurtosis (z = -1.01) were not significant indicating that the scale contains trials
which are neither too easy nor too difficult.

The relation between dialect awareness and literacy skills

In order to examine whether performance in each of the dialect awareness measures
was longitudinally related to each of the reading and spelling measures, the correla-
tions between the combined dialect awareness measures and literacy measures were
calculated. In order to combine the two measures of dialect awareness and to avoid
giving greater weight to one task than the other, the z-scores rather than the observed
scores were added.

Table 4 shows the correlations of each of the dialect awareness measures with the
reading and spelling tests as well as the correlation between the combined scores in
the two tasks. All the correlations between the sentence translation task and reading
test were significant and so were the correlations with the morphological spelling test.
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The pseudoword translation task was correlated only with the morphological spelling
test. The standardised spelling test did not correlate significantly with any of the meas-
ures of dialect awareness. These results provide initial support for the hypothesis that
dialect awareness is related to children’s word reading and morphological spelling
skills in the first years of literacy acquisition in school.

Table 4. Pearson correlations between dialect awareness tasks and literacy tests

Combined dialect Sentence Pseudoword
awareness tasks translation task translation task
(z-score)
1. Reading test S72%* 430%* 272
2. Standardised spelling test 209 195 .096
3. Morphological spelling test 408* 454%* 327%*

*p < .05 *p < .01

When examining the number of correct answers per child in each of the different
tasks it was found that the children who achieved the highest or lowest score in read-
ing, also achieved higher or lower in the dialect awareness tasks and spelling tests
respectively. For example, the children who scored in the reading test 37 out of 42,
36 out of 42, and 34 out of 42, scored 10 out of 17 in the sentence translation task
and in the pseudoword translation task scored 5 out of 10, 4 out of 10, and 7 out of
10 respectively. The children who scored 22 out of 42, 25 out of 42, and 22 out of 42
in reading, scored 7 out of 17, 8 out of 17, and 7 out of 17 in the Sentence Translation
Task respectively and in the pseudoword translation task scored 1 out of 10, 2 out of
10, and 1 out of 10 respectively.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

This study tested whether dialect awareness is related to the acquisition of literacy skills
in the initial grades. The hypothesis was examined with Greek Cypriot children who
speak the GCD and learn to read and write in SMG. The dialect awareness measures
were given to the children six months before the measures of word reading and spelling.
Two of the three literacy measures correlated significantly and positively with the dialect
awareness measures. These results suggest that dialect awareness is indeed important for
development of children’s reading and spelling when they use a vernacular language that
differs from the form of the language in which they learn to read and write.

Previous studies (e.g., Labov & Baker, 2003) demonstrated that occurrence of
morphological intrusions from the dialect such as the absence of the possessive -s,
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was negatively perfectly correlated with decoding and reading comprehension.
Labov and Baker noted that the higher the lack of possessive -s in speech, the more
likely it is that readers’ comprehension will decrease. This is because the possessive
-s carries meaning, e.g., ‘the duck’s nurse’ and ‘the duck nurse’ have completely dif-
ferent meanings. Similarly in this study, the reading test measured both fluency and
reading comprehension and the results offer additional support for the connection
between awareness of the phonological and morphological differences of the two
varieties and reading comprehension.

We were puzzled by the finding that the correlations between dialect awareness
and the Standardised Spelling Test were not significant. However, an inspection of
the words used in this test shows that there were no items that include phonemes or
morphemes that do not exist in GCD. Therefore, the predicted disadvantage for
dialect users could not be measured, and consequently the predicted advantage of
dialect awareness could not be found. The pseudoword translation task was not cor-
related with reading and this might be because it tapped more on the awareness of
the phonological differences between the two varieties rather than the morphologi-
cal differences. From the ten pseudowords needed to be translated only two of them
involved a morphological transformation, and the rest of them involved phonologi-
cal transformations. In reading, awareness of morphemes is important for under-
standing the meaning of the words and thereby comprehending the whole passage.

Previous research on the relation between the use of a dialect and literacy learn-
ing is so far scarce but it suggests that dialect users often have difficulties in litera-
cy learning. Three possible explanations for their difficulties were considered in the
introduction: lack of familiarity with the form that is written (e.g., Abu-Rabia,
2000), difficulties in making distinctions (both phonological and morphological)
required for reading and spelling correctly (e.g., Treiman, 2004), and a greater cog-
nitive effort demanded in order to understand how oral and written words are con-
nected (e.g., Labov, 1995; Labov & Baker, 2003; Saiegh-Haddad, 2003). In all the
previous studies, the relationship between using a dialect and learning literacy is
negative: the more features of the dialect are present in the child’s oral language,
the greater will be the child’s difficulty in learning literacy. This study approached
the same problem from a more positive angle. Children who live in bidialectal set-
tings live with two forms of the same language and must learn to be bidialectal.
African American children have to understand what their peers and relatives say, so
they must understand AAE, and they also have to understand what people say on
television and what their teachers say, so they must understand SAE. Similarly,
Arabic children use a vernacular form in everyday life and learn standard modern
Arabic as the language used in formal settings and in texts. Greek Cypriot children



72 E. Pittas & T. Nunes

also speak and hear the GCD in most settings but they also must understand what
people say on TV and what their teachers say. One could focus on the disadvantages
of living in bidialectal settings but one can also focus on the advantages. The differ-
ent forms of the languages used in informal and more formal settings vary in pre-
dictable ways. If the children can become aware of the dialect differences, they can
transform their implicit knowledge of the language into a real asset for literacy
learning. Thus, instead of looking for negative correlations between use of the
dialect and literacy outcomes, we looked for positive correlations between dialect
awareness and literacy outcomes. The close relation of the dialect with the standard
variety allows children to discover the differences between them; the children who
were implicitly aware of the differences between the two varieties performed better
in reading and spelling because they realised that dialect differences, which are
much less than the similarities, are consistent and predictable. Our results suggest,
but they do not show unambiguously, that dialect awareness can be seen as a skill
that contributes significantly to children’s literacy learning. Individual differences
identified in our measures of dialect awareness were related to literacy skills six
months later.

In the field of bilingualism and literacy learning, studies carried out in different lan-
guages (e.g., Bialystok, 2010; Bialystok, Majumder, & Martin, 2003; Liow & Lau, 2006)
and a meta-analysis undertaken by Adesope, Lavin, Thompson, and Ungerleider
(2010) reported the positive outcomes of bilingualism even when socio-economic sta-
tus was controlled for; there is a significant bilingual advantage in the development of
metalinguistic skills such as phonological awareness. Similarly, this study maintains
that the children who have learned to differentiate between their dialect and the stan-
dard variety, have developed the ability to think about language in a way that enables
them to master the task of learning to read and spell more comfortably.

Some studies, such as Terry (2010) and Fogel and Ehri (2000) argued that lan-
guage awareness may be an important factor for literacy learning for dialect users.
Terry (2006, 2010) suggested that children who produce dialect related intrusions in
speech, reading and writing are less aware of language and that is why they face dif-
ficulties in literacy measures. This conclusion emerged from her findings of nega-
tive correlations between the use of African American English and dialect sensitive
measures, such as rhyme recognition, and the measures of literacy that are not
dialect sensitive, such as knowledge of the alphabet. The present study developed
this argument by showing that children’s awareness of the differences between the
dialect and the standard variety positively influences their performance in reading
and spelling.

Further studies should follow in order to test more rigorously the hypothesis
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that dialect awareness may enhance literacy learning, and this will be enabled, at
least in Cyprus, by the fact that the measures we have developed are reliable and
valid, as they correlate with word reading and spelling. In further research, one
should control not only for age in the prediction of literacy outcomes but also for
general verbal ability, phonological awareness as well as morphological awareness
because these variables might be related to both the predictor and outcome vari-
ables. In this way it will be shown whether dialect awareness contributes unique
variance in explaining the outcome variables after the shared variance between the
other predictor variables is statistically controlled (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).
Further research should test whether the finding that dialect awareness predicts lit-
eracy skills is robust. As the current design did not include the estimations of dialect
awareness and literacy in both Time 1 and Time 2, in future a longitudinal study
should be adopted in which children will be assessed in all the predictor measures
and all the outcome measures at Time 1 and Time 2. The proposed design can
establish the longitudinal contributions of dialect awareness to reading and spelling
and will investigate whether experience in reading and spelling also helps children
to develop dialect awareness; whether the connection of dialect awareness with
reading and spelling is a bi-directional one as knowing the order in which the events
occur is important for developing an intervention study (De Vaus, 2009). More
importantly, and in line with the results by Fogel and Ehri (2000), one should also
test whether transforming children’s implicit knowledge of both forms of the lan-
guage into explicit knowledge can have the effect of improving their literacy skills.
This finding would have significant educational implications and could contribute to
the educational success of groups of dialect users who so far have had to discover
by themselves how their dialect differs from the language represented in writing.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Sentence translation task

Greek - Cypriot Standard Modern Greek

Example:

a. To yodua tov avtoxivntov ev uhe To xowuUa TOV QUTORIVITOU (VoL UThe
The car’s colour is blue

Example:

b. “Eyponpa oov €va yoduua Sov €ypopa Eva Yyoaupo
I wrote you a letter

1. OL zdtroL oLy OL ydtol Tpive
The cats eat

2. Erpayouvdioaoty duvoug Toayotdnoov Buvoug
They sang hymns

3. Emjouev eig oto oyoheld orjpeQa IIMyaue oto oyoheio onuepa
We went to school

4. Eira cov 6t ue Aéve Avidvn Zov elma oL pe Aéve Avimvy
I told you my name is Antonis

5. Eytég eotéxovpovy €Em X0eg otenduovv €Em atd To OmiTL GOV
IOV TO OTT(TL OOV
Yesterday I was standing outside your house

6. Avyomnd v Maplo tCow tov Nixo Ayam v Mogia xow tov Nixo
I love Maria and Nicos

7. Kdbe podadv BuiePalm mapauiou Kdbe poddv duafdlm mogouiou
Every evening I read stories

8. H Mogio €BAemtev pe mwov 1o mopdBugo H Mapia pe €BAemte amd to mopdBupo
™G TAENG ™mg TENS
Maria saw me from the class window

9. O Koortag #hadevnel O Kaorag #hadevel
Costas is trimming

10. Exyopéypapev exotdv x0000g Xopéyaue exotd K0Qovg
We carried out a hundred dances

11. Kdabe poddv 1 dpa 9:00 tCotwotpon  Kdbe Poddu 1 dpa 9:00 xowuducn

Every evening I sleep at 9:00
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Appendix B: Pseudoword translation task

Greek - Cypriot Standard Modern Greek Phoneme needed
to be transformed

Example:

a. TtCEnoto %©E10TO /df/ — /k/
df'iekoto k’ekoto

Example:

b. Tolevnel Tahevel /fk/ — v/
tal'efki tal'evi

1. tCandn HLARAAL /df/ — /k/
dfiak’aki kiak'aki

2. ooéfara yEpata =
['evata ¢'evata

3. andyTino OUARTLHO /xt/ = /kt/
ak’axtiko ak'aktiko

4. novépnri RAVEVEL /k/ = N/
kan'efki kan'evi

5. Aétowo ASurvo /df/ — /k/
1'odfino 1'ok:ino

6. Oxrioxevim drarevim [0/ — 9]
Okiaken'io diaken'io — [0/

7. oaMveinm alMvevm /K] — v/
alin’efko alin’evo

8. atCiahivt antahive /df/ — /k/
adf ial'ini akial'ini

9. Bualdavm Sralavm 0%/ = /9]
Okiazano diazano — /0/

10. xovtiw ROUR{L [df/ — /k/

kud/'imi kuk'imi
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Appendix C: Morphosyntactic differences between GCD and SMG

The most important morphosyntactic differences between GCD and SMG are: 1) verb end-
ings; 2) the syllabic augment e-; and 3) the clitic pronoun (see Appendix D for further
explanation). There are different endings for the active and passive voice first conjugation
singular and plural verbs in the past and present (Newton, 1972b). An important difference
between GCD and SMG in verb morphology is the syllabic augment €->. In order to form a
past tense in SMG, the syllabic augment - is added to the stem if it begins with a conso-
nant, e.g. /'eyrapsa/, ‘I wrote’. The augment, which always takes the stress, is added only
when the verb stem and ending have two syllables (Holton et al., 2004). In contrast, in GCD
the syllabic augment is added to verbs beginning with a consonant to produce the past tens-
es and it is also added to the stem of the verb with more than two syllables, e.g. /est’eku-
mun/ ‘I was standing’. In this case the augment is not stressed (Newton, 1972b). The items
that required a syntactic transformation involved word order: in SMG the weak pronoun is
always placed before the verb, e.g. /se 'ida/, ‘I saw you’ (Holton et al., 2004) whereas in the
GCD it is always placed after the verb (Newton, 1972b), e.g. /'ida se/, ‘I saw you’.

3 The linguistic terminology is based on Holton, Mackridge, & Philippaki-Warburton (2004).
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Appendix D: The standardised spelling test
Examples
Target Word Sentence Target Word
and Eivau guiaypuévo amd Evho and
of It is made of wood
€ha “Eho poli pov €ha
come Come with me
©UVNYNTO “Eha va maEovpe wuvnynto ©UVNYNTO

tag

Come to play tag
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Appendix E: The morphological spelling test
Target Word Sentence Words Words
consisting  consisting
of prefixes of suffixes
Avupdedpog  Avturpdedpog g TdEng eivan 1 Mopio
vice-president ~ Maria is the vice-president of the class V(2 v
dvonolo At to EdPAnua oto pefnpomrd
elvau donoro v v
difficult This problem in maths is difficult
Avupaothdg O Baoids 0EdomoEe YU ot
HALECQY TOV avTLBAGIMAL v
regent The king was sick and they called the regent v v
OUUQPOVAD ZVUpWVo 0L eV TEETEL VO AEQWVOUULE TNV TAEN
I agree I agree that we should not make the class dirty 4 v
™mheQovVd Kdfe péoo miepovd om yuoyd pov
I telephone Every day I telephone to my grandmother \4 v
vmodievbuvriic  YmodievBuvnic Tov oyohelov eivar o wiplog Twpyos v (3) v
deputy head Mr George is the deputy head of the school
eloodog H e{oodog tov oyoheiov elvar mdvto avouyt
gate The school’s gate is always open 4 v
Yreporyond Eyo vreparyosted v oiroyEveld pov
I adore I adore my family \ v
gUYEVIRAG Eluow dvra evyevindg ue dhovg
polite I am polite with everyone \4 v
modoogpatptotis O modoopauLoTiic ™S opddas Hov XTimoe
football player My team’s football player was hurt v v
OTLTANL To omrdxt g ®oUxAag wov eivan 0ot
house My doll’s house is pink v
Brohotig O T'idvvng elvar o PLoMoTig TS 00YOTROS OGS
violinist John is the violinist of our orchestra v
TOTLOTHOL H adehgn pov motilet to. hovhotdia (e To oTotoL v
watering can My sister uses the watering can to water the flowers
aoLBunTxn H daondha g apBunteng eivou 1y xvpila EAévn
arithmetic Mrs Eleni is arithmetic’s teacher v
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Appendix F: The reading test

Examples
Given Words Sentence
yaha / ydma / yuoyud / yhdotoo eivan Lo
milk / cat / grandmother / flowerpot ~~  The - is an animal
eEepguvnmc / eEetaonic / €Eahhog / eEohoBpeuTiig O GvBEMTOG TV ETUORETTETOL
dyvoorta eddgn eivan EVOg --------------
explorer/ examiner / frantic / terminator The man who visits unknown lands
is a/an --------------
adudfetog / aELdmiotog / aE€yaotog / ampdoeytog AVTOG TV TTOAD ---=--mmmmmm=

%O RQATNOE TNV VITGOYEDT TOV
Upset / reliable / unforgettable / careless This man was very -------------- and
he kept his promise




