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A B S T R A C T

Background: Reading comprehension is one of the primary skills required of 
students in elementary schools. Various factors can influence this skill, including 
bilingualism. Owing to the variety of languages and dialects in Iran, a large 
number of students learn Farsi as a second language; consequently, they are 
faced with numerous challenges in acquiring high-level skills such as reading 
and writing. The present study was aimed at comparing reading comprehension 
and reading accuracy between bilingual Arabic and Farsi-speaking and 
monolingual Farsi-speaking fifth grade children in Ahvaz.
Methods: This cross-sectional, descriptive analytic study was carried out 
employing a random sample of 165 bilingual students (91 girls and 74 boys), and 
159 monolingual students (79 girls and 80 boys). The students were evaluated in 
terms of reading accuracy and comprehension skills using some selected parts 
from a reading test developed by Shafei et al., in 2009. Finally, mean scores were 
compared between the two groups employing the independent samples t-test.
Results: Both reading comprehension and accuracy were significantly higher in 
monolinguals compared to bilingual Arabic/Farsi-speaking students (P=0.000). 
Gender stratified results showed higher levels of reading comprehension skills 
in both monolingual girls (P=0.000) and boys (P=0.03) in comparison to 
bilinguals. However, in the reading accuracy subtest, only monolingual girls had 
a significantly superior performance than the bilinguals (P=0.000).
Conclusion: Overall, our results showed lower levels of reading comprehension 
and accuracy skills in bilingual fifth grade students in comparison to 
their monolingual peers in the city of Ahvaz. It seems that even in the late 
elementary school years, bilingual children have not attained the same level as 
their monolingual peers. Due to the importance of reading skills in academic 
achievement and day-to-day life, we highly recommend the implementation 
of measures toward improving these skills among bilingual elementary school 
students.
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Introduction

Reading skill is of critical value in the life of modern 
man. Nowadays, people are inundated by text messages 
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and can hardly imagine a life free of written text. We can 
honestly reiterate that reading, in all its various forms, 
plays a fundamental role in people’s professional and 
social lives today [1].

Success in reading comprehension is hinged on several 
elements. Word knowledge, sentence comprehension and 
communication processing skills and knowledge are all 
imperative for adequate understanding of a text. Readers 
not only need to read words accurately, but also need 
to ensure sufficient processing of resources for reading 
comprehension [1]. On the other hand, success in reading 
comprehension depends on various factors, including 
mental preparedness, good listening and speaking skills, 
proper socio-emotional and cultural growth, teachers’ 
cooperation and harmony as well as possession of healthy 
senses [2]. Moreover, bilingualism as an important factor 
in children’s social growth can play a significant role in 
acquisition of successful reading skills [3]. Some of the 
reasons why bilingualism is a prerequisite that affects the 
process of acquiring literacy skills include oral language 
proficiency, metalinguistic awareness and general 
cognitive development [4]. Children who hear different 
languages at home, not the official spoken language of their 
community, go through a different language development 
process. In this regard, some of them learn the official 
language skills in parallel to monolingual children, but this 
is not the case for most of them.  Other children only hear 
and speak the minority language at home and grow up as 
monolingual speakers, until they start learning the official 
language in kindergarten or preschool. Consequently, they 
have lower levels of skills in each language compared 
to monolingual children. In addition, there were obvious 
differences between the two groups in terms of vocabulary 
and grammar development [5].

There are various definitions for bilingualism. In 
terms of social role and application, bilingualism is 
grouped in three categories of home bilingualism, school 
bilingualism and street bilingualism [6]. In “school 
bilingualism”, individuals only use the second language 
at school and for educational purposes, such as Turkish, 
Kurdish and Arabic-speaking children in Iran, who speak 
their native languages at home and learn Farsi at school. 

The impact of bilingualism on reading and writing 
skills can be categorized into two groups: the first group 
believes that bilingual children have poorer academic 
performance in comparison with monolinguals [7, 8]. In 
a longitudinal study on 1,000 bilingual English/Spanish-
speaking students it was revealed that under equal socio-
economic conditions, monolingual children had a more 
extensive vocabulary than their bilingual peers, and this 
gap continued to exist until the fifth grade [9]. Similar 
results were reported in another study on bilingual 
English/French-speaking children; this study specifically 
showed the adverse effect of bilingualism on reading 
skills during early elementary school years [10].

The second study believed that early bilingualism can 
enhance the development of linguistic and nonlinguistic 
abilities and facilitate cognitive skills and divergent 
thinking in children. In this regard, we can refer to a 
number of studies that have indicated that bilingual 

students significantly surpassed monolinguals in 
academic achievement [11-13].

Although various studies in Iran have been conducted 
on the relationship between bilingualism, linguistic 
and reading skills in students, their results are 
controversial, producing different results occasionally. 
Some studies showed negative impact of bilingualism 
on comprehension, semantic and reading skills [14-
18]. For instance, in a study on bilingual Arabic-Farsi 
students in Ahvaz, findings revealed that both reading 
comprehension and accuracy skills were weaker in 
bilingual second grade students in comparison with 
monolinguals [19]. However, others showed no 
difference between monolingual and bilingual children 
in some sections of our country as mentioned in a meta-
analysis study on the role of preschool education and 
bilingualism in educational attainment [20].  

According to limited studies on reading skills in 
Arabic/Farsi-speaking children and the possible 
differences between different bilingual populations in 
Iran in terms of their literacy skills, more studies with 
better methodological structure are required. In addition, 
previous studies on this population were conducted on 
second grade students; therefore, the effect of education 
on reading skills of bilingual students in higher grades 
should be assessed to ascertain whether the gap between 
monolingual and bilingual students has been bridged. 
Finally, the present study was conducted with the aim 
of evaluating the reading accuracy and comprehension 
skills in bilingual Arabic/Farsi-speaking fifth grade 
students. The results of this study will be beneficial for 
detailed understanding of   the reading skills of these 
bilingual students in different academic settings.

Methods

This is a cross-sectional, descriptive analytic study that 
involves simple random sampling technique. The study 
population included 324 fifth grade students from public 
schools in the city of Ahvaz, out of which 165 were 
bilinguals (91 girls, 74 boys) and 159 were monolinguals 
(79 girls, 80 boys). This study was approved by the 
Ethics Committee of Ahvaz Jundishapur University 
of Medical Sciences (AJUMS). Several schools were 
randomly selected from the schools in the first district 
of Ahvaz. After making the necessary arrangements 
with the schools and teachers, all bilingual students 
who met the inclusion criteria were selected from each 
classroom. For the control group, monolingual students, 
which were matched according to environmental and 
educational conditions, were selected from the same 
classrooms randomly. Afterwards, both the monolingual 
and bilingual groups took the reading test. 

Inclusion criteria included  a normal intelligence 
quotient (IQ), no  history of academic failure and frequent 
absence from school, lack of severe vision problems, 
lack of family issues such as divorce, death, etc., and 
having  intact hearing. All information was obtained 
by asking the school administrators and reviewing the 
students’ health records. For bilingual participants, their 
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ability to comprehend and express Arabic language as 
their mother tongue was also checked. All bilingual 
participants were fully exposed to Arabic since birth and 
according to their parents, they completely understood 
and spoke the language and their real exposure to Farsi 
language was after entering school, especially in its 
written form. Consequently, the bilingual participants of 
the present study were classified under the category of 
“school” bilinguals.

All selected participants were assessed individually 
in a quiet room at their school. At first, the research 
procedures were elucidated to the participants. To 
prevent anxiety and mental stress, the children were 
assured that the questions had nothing to do with their 
academic evaluation and had no effect on their scores. 
The reading test developed by Shafei et al., (2009) 
was employed to evaluate the reading accuracy and 
comprehension skills. This test consists of a 100 word 
passage and four reading comprehension questions. 
Test reliability was computed as 0.77 by Cronbach’s 
alpha measure [21]. Each participant read a section of 
the reading test aloud and then answered 4 questions 
related to the comprehension passage orally. Each 
correct response received one score in this section. 
The participants’ voices were recorded during the 
reading session to be evaluated later in terms of errors. 
The various errors, which consisted of substitution, 
hesitation, wrong pronunciation, addition or omission 
of words, syllables or letters, self-correction, and 
replacement were investigated and finally, the reading 
accuracy scores were calculated. The reading accuracy 
scores ranged from 0-20 and deductions were made 
based on the number of errors. 

Statistical analysis was carried out employing 
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 
software, version 15.0 for Windows. After ensuring 
normality of data distribution using the Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test, a parametric independent samples t-test 
was used to compare the mean scores between groups. 

A 95% confidence interval (P<0.05) was considered 
statistically significant.

Results

According to the information obtained from the 
questionnaires, the main characteristic of parents, 
number of children and parent’s educational level 
were investigated. The frequency of parent’s education 
level (estimated in year) and number of children in 
monolingual and bilingual families are presented in 
Table 1.

Table 2 shows the statistical results of reading 
comprehension scores in monolinguals and bilinguals, as 
well as the total samples stratified by gender. Monolingual 
students had higher reading comprehension skills than the 
bilinguals based on the total samples (P=0.000) and gender 
segregation (P=0.000 in girls and P=0.031 in boys). 

Monolingual participants at least responded to 25 percent 
of the reading comprehension questions (minimum 
score of 1), while the bilingual participants could not 
even answer one of the comprehension questions at their 
lowest level (minimum score of zero). This observation 
was the same according gender segregation.

Reading accuracy skills include total reading errors. 
The reading accuracy scores are shown in Table 3 
and 4, respectively. In this regard, monolinguals had 
significantly less reading errors than bilingual peers 
(P=0.001). According to gender segregation, monolingual 
girls still had significantly less errors than bilingual girls 
(P=0.000), but no significant differences were observed 
between boys in the two groups (P=0.725).

The reading accuracy score ranged between zero and 
20. In this section, monolingual students had higher 
scores in comparison with the bilingual (P=0.000). In 
terms of gender, monolingual girls had higher scores 
than the bilingual group (P=0.000), but there were 
no significant differences between monolingual and 
bilingual boys (Table 4).

Table 1: Family characteristics of bilingual and monolingual 5th grade students
Years of Parents  Education Monolingual Bilingual

Education (years) 0 (illiterate) 1.5% 12%
1-8 48% 40%
9-12 40% 30%
More than 12 11% 3.5%

Number of children Number of children 
1 5.6% 1.1%
2-5 86% 79%
More than 5 8% 20%

Table 2: Comparison of reading comprehension skills in monolingual & bilingual of 5th grade students (n=324)
Variable Gender Language Mean±SD Minimum Maximum P value
Correct Reading 
Comprehension 
Responses

Girls (n=170) Monolingual (n=79) 3±0.98 1 4 0.000
Bilingual (n=91) 2.1±1.07 0 4

Boys (n=154) Monolingual (n=80) 2.7±0.83 1 4 0.031
Bilingual (n=74) 2.4±0.086 0 4

Total (n=324) Monolingual (N=159) 2.89±0.922 1 4 0.000
Bilingual (N=165) 2.27±0.989 0 4

SD: standard deviation
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Discussion

Overall, our results showed lower levels of reading 
comprehension and accuracy skills in bilingual students 
compared to monolinguals. Our research findings were 
generally consistent with reports from previous studies on 
the educational status of bilingual students in other Iranian 
regions, which mostly revealed poor performance of this 
group in comparison with monolingual students [14-18].

According to our study, one reason for this lack of 
compensation may be linked to the environmental and 
social characteristics of bilingual children. It seems 
that the education level of parents was mostly higher 
in monolingual children than bilingual children. For 
instance, 12 percent of bilingual students’ parents were 
illiterate in comparison with 1.5 percent in monolingual 
children. With regard to the importance of educational 
level of parents in some activities such as storytelling to 
children and being interested in participating in reading 
activities, it seems that monolingual children were in 
better educational and environmental conditions for 
acquiring reading skills [22].

Considering the number of children, bilingual students 
often lived in larger families. Bilingual families with 
more than five children were 20 in comparison with 8 of 
monolingual families with the same number of children. 
Regarding more behavioral and educational problems 
among large families’ children [23], it seems that the 
number of children in bilingual families is an efficacious 
factor for their educational achievement.

Furthermore, based on the overall comparison of our 
findings with the results of Borzou and Gholamzadeh 
study (2008) on second grade  bilingual children [19], 
it seems that bilingual students in Ahvaz have lower 
reading comprehension and accuracy skills than their 
monolingual peers throughout  elementary school years. 
Although, they are expected to compensate for this 
insufficiency at the end of the elementary school years.

In Iran, we usually encounter “school bilingualism”, 
where children are not fully exposed to Farsi language 

before entering school; therefore, they do not receive 
proper linguistic stimulation in the period of language 
development to become skilful enough in this language. 
In addition, they often have less opportunities to speak 
the formal language than their monolingual peers. This 
condition might lead to weaknesses in the prerequisites 
for reading and writing in Farsi language such as 
vocabulary knowledge, sentence comprehension and 
phonological awareness.

Results reported by Hasanati et al., [24] and Jalalipour 
et al., [25] both indicated poor phonological skills 
in bilingual Arabic-Farsi students in Ahvaz. Since 
numerous studies have shown the close relationship 
between phonological awareness and reading, especially 
in alphabetic languages such as Farsi [26], poor 
phonological skills may lead to difficulties in acquisition 
of reading skills.

As regard reading accuracy skills, we observed that 
the bilingual and monolingual girls had a significant 
difference; however, the boys had pretty close mean 
scores amongst the two groups but the mean scores were 
not statistically significant. It seems that monolingual 
boys in comparison to monolingual girls had more 
reading errors and less accuracy. 

Moreover, a number of studies in bilingual provinces 
have shown that emphasis on improvement of Farsi 
language skills for bilingual children in preschools can 
have a direct relationship with enhancement in reading 
and learning abilities during elementary school years 
[20, 27]. Since teaching of reading skills to a child 
who has not reached the necessary communicative 
competency could increase the risk of reading challenges  
in future [4], we therefore  suggest that  education policy 
makers in bilingual provinces in addition to having 
a thorough and extensive assessment of the factors 
affecting academic achievement, should put in a special 
effort toward implementing preschool courses aimed at  
reinforcing Farsi language knowledge and enhancing 
prerequisites for  reading and writing skills among the 
bilingual preschoolers.

Table 3: Comparison of total reading errors in monolingual & bilingual 5th grade students (n=324)
Variable Gender Language Mean±SD Minimum Maximum P value
Total Reading 
Errors

Girls (n=170) Monolingual (n=79) 2.4±2 0 9.5 0.000
Bilingual (n=91) 4.4±3.7 0 16.25

Boys (n=154) Monolingual (n=80) 4±2.8 0 12 0.725
Bilingual (n=74) 4.4±3.75 0 16.5

Total (n=324) Monolingual (N=159) 3.27±2.62 0 12 0.001
Bilingual (N=165) 4.45±3.65 0 16.5

SD: standard deviation 

Table 4: Comparison of reading accuracy skills in monolingual & bilingual 5th grade student (n=324)
Variable Gender Language Mean±SD Minimum Maximum P value
Reading 
Accuracy Score

Girls (n=170) Monolingual (n=79) 17.5±2 10.5 20 0.000
Bilingual (n=91) 15.5±3.6 3.75 20

Boys (n=154) Monolingual (n=80) 15±2.8 8 20 0.694
Bilingual (n=74) 15.5±3.5 3.5 20

Total (n=324) Monolingual (N=159) 16.73±2.61 8 20 0.001
Bilingual (N=165) 15.56±3.56 3.5 20

SD: standard deviation
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Conclusion

Bilingualism phenomenon is a prevalent condition 
in Iran. It poses challenges for many students, parents 
and teachers in terms of academic success. If children 
receive enough stimulation in formal societal language 
as well as their native language, they might gain and 
enjoy the benefits of being bilingual. However, it seems 
that bilingual children in some parts of Iran, like Ahvaz 
in Khuzestan province, do not have the opportunity 
to become fluent and competent in all skills of Farsi 
language before entering elementary school. As a result 
of this condition, they do not acquire the important skills 
of comprehension and reading accuracy that is of equal 
status with their monolingual peers even at the end of 
elementary school. 

Limitations
This study was performed in the city of Ahvaz, in which 

most of the bilingual population has the propensity to 
live in the same neighborhood; therefore, majority of the 
students in this study were exposed to Arabic language 
most of the times before starting school and during 
school years. Consequently, the results may have to be 
generalized cautiously to other bilingual regions in Iran 
with different bilingualism and social conditions. 
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