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Research question 

What are the potential 

correlations between 

reading and writing 

regarding morphological 

and lexical awareness for 

3rd – 6th grade students 

with Norwegian as a 

second language? 



Design: correlating language awareness, reading 
and writing of 28 (26) L2 students 

   Language awareness: Relevant subtasks in diagnostic tests from 28 

students in third and fifth grade, on morphology and lexicon/words in 

the Norwegian language  

Reading data for 28 L2 students from third to fifth grade: Total score on 

diagnostic reading test (third and fifth grade), and national reading 

tests (reading comprehension) in fifth grade. 

Writing data: one fairy tale text from each student in sixth grade, from 

26 of the students for whom we also have reading data, studying 

morphological and lexical features 

 Statistical tool: SPSS 



Metalinguistic awareness  
 

Bialystok (2001): 

 Metalinguistic ability is the use of knowledge of language (as opposed 

to the use of language) 

Which presupposes: 

Metalinguistic awareness, which implies attention fixed on a language 

phenomenon 

 

 

 



Examples of morphological awareness and 
lexical awareness 

Morphological awareness (and ability): attention fixed on a 
morphological phenomenon, for example plural ending on nouns in 

Norwegian (and the ability to pick the correct form corresponding to a 

picture): gris (‘pig’) – griser (‘pigs’) 

 

Lexical awareness (and ability): attention fixed on a lexical 

phenomenon, for example the potential for a word to have several, 

related meanings (polysemy): the part bøtte (‘bucket’) in skravlebøtte 

(‘chatterbox’) 

 

 



Types of morphological processes 
 

 

– Inflectional morphology (English dance – danced) 

– Compound morphology (Norwegian skole – skolebuss (‘school’ – 

‘school bus’) 

– Derivational morphology (English child - childish) 

 



Opaque expressions (Carlisle 2004):  

Homonymy: Norwegian skje (‘happen’) and skje (‘spoon’), tak (‘roof’) 

and tak (‘grip’) Question in diagniostic test  with near-homonymy: «Kan 

vi veie med en vei?» (‘Can we weigh with a way?’) 

Polysemy and metaphorical use: Norwegian and English  krone-

trekrone/crown-tree crown, Question in diagnostic test: «Kan vi fylle 

vann i en skravlebøtte?» (’Can we put water in a chatterbox?’) 

Idioms (Norwegian Skyte en hvit pil etter (gloss: «shoot a white arrow 

after», meaning: ‘forget about’/’give it up’)) 

 

 



Results:  
correlations with reading comprehension 

– The correlation between inflectional morphology in third grade and the 
total score in the national reading test in fifth grade: Pearson's r= 0.53, 

significant at the 0.01 level.  

– The correlation between the inflectional morphology in fifth grade shows a 

less clear correlation with general reading comprehension:  r= 0.40, 

significant at the 0.05 level.  

– The correlation between derivational morphology and opaque expressions 

(subtask in diagnostic reading test in fifth grade) and the national reading 

test: r= 0.54, significant at the 0.01 level. Not tested in third grade. 

– Awareness of compound morphology as measured in the diagnostic test in 
third grade does not correlate significantly with reading comprehension 

measured in the national reading test (possibly a ceiling effect; almost all 

the students have a full score on the compound oriented diagnostic task 

already in third grade). Not tested in fifth grade. 

 



How the reading part of our study matches 
international investigations: 
 
Early in the development of reading: 

– Inflectional morphology  

Later in the development of reading: 

– Derivational morphology  

 

– What about compound morphology? 

– Compound morphology does not correlate with reading 

comprehension in our data 



Why would morphological awareness correlate 
with reading comprehension?  
---> Compositionality 

– The meaning of the whole can be composed from the meaning of 

the parts and the way they are combined 

 

– May influence reading comprehension positively, but different types 

of morphological processes at different stages, i.e. derivational 

morphology later than compound morphologyl and inflectional 

morphology. Why? 



Opaque expressions (non-transparent) =  
non-compositional 

– One cannot calculate the meaning of the whole from the parts.  

– Opaque expressions influence reading comprehension negativeloy 

for L2 learners, compreshension seems to require extensive and varied 

experience with the language, not analysis. 



Morphological awareness in the students’ writing 

How is – if at all – a student’s receptive 

morphological competence (i.e. in reading) 

manifested in his or her writing? 

 



Morphological 
characteristics: 

Inflection  

Derivations  

Compounds  

Use of opaque expressions:  

Idioms 

Metaphorical expressions 

Text length, for relativization 
of  the other variables 

Variables for the Analysis of the Students’ Texts in Sixth Grade 

 



Inflectional and compound morphology – and 
writing 

Our analyses of the students’ sixth grade writing and fifth 

grade reading reveal no significant correlations 

regarding the inflectional morphology or the compound 

morphological features.  



Derivational morphology and writing 

– The number of derived words in the students’ writing in sixth 

grade correlates significantly with the total score on the 

diagnostic test in reading in fifth grade: Pearson’s r = 0.624, 

with a significance level of 0.01.  

 

– Significant correlations are also found in our data between 

number of derived words in writing and in the specific 

reading diagnostic task called Words in Sentences : Pearson’s 

r = 0.455, with a significance level of 0.05.  

 

 

 



Opaque expressions in reading and writing 

– Some, but restricted, understanding of opaque expressions in the 

reading sub-tasks 

– Almost no trace of such expressions in the students’ writing (one 

instance, tjukk (‘thick’) used about the quality of  the voice of a 

witch). 

 

– --> no correlation 



Summing up the findings 

 Our small study for Norwegian indicates that the same pattern 

can be seen in writing as in reading:  

 Inflectional morphology and compound morphology are in 

place in the students’ writing by sixth grade  

 The students vary in their use of derivational morphology in 

their writing, and these derivations correlate both with the 

students’ understanding of derivations (in the diagnostic 

reading sub-task) and in the total reading test score in fifth 

grade.  

 The production of opaque expressions in the students’ writing 

is inferior to the students’ receptive knowledge of the  

expressions 
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Interpretation of the findings: reading and 
writing both similar and different 

 

– Correlation between reading and writing (in sixth grade) with 
regard to derivational morphology, but not with regard to 
inflectional and compound morphology:  

– inflectional and compound morphology types are in place 

relatively early, and seems to be easier to understand and use.  

– Derivational morphemes are more abstract –  partly 
grammatical, partly lexical – in their semantics, not clearcut and 
finite in their forms like inflections, and they are not purely lexical 
like compounds.  

 

 

 



Similar and different 1 

The correlations for derivations and not for inflections and compounds 
may indicate that there are similarities with regard to how the two 
modalities reading and writing relate to the underlying level of 
language proficiency, here operationalized as morphological and 

lexical awareness. 

No opaque expressions found in the writing samples, but some 
understanding of them in the reading sub-task: This difference is possibly 
connected to the differences between the two modalities reading and 
writing, writing in certain ways being more demanding. 



Similar and different 2 

“reading and writing are constellations of cognitive processes that depend on knowledge 

representations at various linguistic levels (phonemic, orthographic, semantic, syntactic, 

pragmatic). Reading and writing are connected (…), because they depend on identical or 

similar knowledge representations, cognitive processes, and contexts and contextual 

constraints.” (Fitzgerald & Shanahan 2000: 40)

 [c]loser inspections of reading-writing connections reveal important reasons why reading 

and writing are as separate as they are similar (…) Reading and writing encourage different 

enough cognitive operations that they offer alternative perspectives that can give rise to new 

learning or appreciation. Writing about a text, for example, leads to different types of 

rethinking than rereading alone provides. (Fitzgerald & Shanahan 2000:43)
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