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ABSTRACT 

 

Studies on biliteracy have gained increasing attention recently, mainly due to the visibility that 
child bilingualism and bilingual education has received in the world and also in Brazil in the 
past decade. Studies related to bilingualism and biliteracy conducted from a Psycholinguistics 
perspective in Brazil are scarce, let alone studies involving the importance of phonological 
awareness for biliteracy. With that in mind, the main objective of the present paper is to 
investigate the process of biliteracy in K5 groups in an international school in Porto Alegre. As 
for the specific objectives, we intend (1) to present an overview of bilingualism and bilingual 
education, (2) to investigate the importance of phonological awareness activities regarding 
biliteracy (Portuguese and English), and (3) to present a comparison between literacy in English 
x literacy in Portuguese at an international school in Porto Alegre. With regards to 
methodology, the present paper is grounded in the field of Psycholinguistics of bilingualism 
and it is a bibliographic review of articles and books, followed by a personal account of the 
processes underlying biliteracy in an International school in Porto Alegre- RS. The results show 
that the use of activities that foster the development of students’ phonological awareness in both 
English and Portuguese help students learning the basic skills to read and write in two 
languages. However, it was possible to notice that English seems to be the main goal of the 
school since students have much more time of instruction in English than in Portuguese inside 
the classroom. For future research we suggest a pre and post-test to measure students’ 
knowledge regarding phonological awareness at the beginning and the end of school year.  
 

Keywords: bilingualism; biliteracy; English; Portuguese; phonological awareness. 
 



 

 

 

RESUMO 

 

Os estudos sobre biliteracia têm ganhado cada vez mais atenção recentemente, principalmente 
devido à visibilidade que o bilinguismo infantil e a educação bilíngue têm recebido no mundo 
e também no Brasil na última década. Estudos relacionados ao bilinguismo e biliteracia 
realizados sob a ótica da Psicolinguística no Brasil são escassos e mais ainda são os estudos 
envolvendo a importância da consciência fonológica para a biliteracia. Pensando nisso, o 
presente trabalho tem como objetivo principal investigar o processo de biliteracia em turmas 
do K5 em uma escola internacional de Porto Alegre. Quanto aos objetivos específicos, 
pretendemos (1) apresentar um panorama sobre o bilinguismo e a educação bilíngue, (2) 
investigar a importância das atividades de consciência fonológica na biliteracia (português e 
inglês) e (3) apresentar uma comparação entre a alfabetização em inglês x alfabetização em 
português em uma escola internacional em Porto Alegre. No que diz respeito à metodologia, o 
presente trabalho está fundamentado no campo da Psicolinguística do bilinguismo e trata-se de 
uma revisão bibliográfica de artigos e livros, seguida de um relato pessoal dos processos 
subjacentes à biliteracia em uma escola internacional de Porto Alegre-RS. Os resultados 
mostram que o uso de atividades que promovam o desenvolvimento da consciência fonológica 
dos alunos em inglês e português auxiliam os alunos a aprender as habilidades básicas de leitura 
e escrita em dois idiomas. No entanto, foi possível perceber que o inglês parece ser o principal 
objetivo da escola já que os alunos têm muito mais tempo de instrução em inglês do que em 
português dentro da sala de aula. Para pesquisas futuras, sugerimos um pré e pós-teste para 
medir o conhecimento dos alunos em relação à consciência fonológica no início e no final do 
ano letivo. 
 

Palavras-chave: bilinguismo; biliteracia; inglês; português; consciência fonológica. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

Individuals live in a globalized world full of technology in which people dream to visit 

many places and get acquainted with different cultures; hence, learning a second language (L2)1 

is essential. “Researchers on bilingualism have repeated over the years that half of the world’s 

population, if not more, is bilingual.” (GROSJEAN, 2013, p.14) Also, mastering more than one 

language can help the understanding of speakers’ mother tongues (L1) and can open several 

academic, economic, and social opportunities, for instance, some commercial businesses 

demand bilingual employees in order to achieve more clients from different parts of the globe. 

In addition, according to Moura (2021), “English has become a means to access information 

that is widely spread online.”  

Regarding the definition of bilingualism, we settle with Grosjean’s (2013) definition, in 

which bilinguals are described as individuals who use two or more languages (or dialects) in 

their everyday life. 

Since 1981, the number of private bilingual schools in Brazil has increased, especially 

after two important events that happened in the country: the World Cup and the Olympic 

Games. Moreover, English is a well-known language worldwide, which makes people want to 

be able to communicate through it.  

It is common knowledge that learning an L2 early in life is considered easier when 

compared to learning it as an adult. In order to smooth their children way into learning an L2, 

parents seem to be looking for bilingual school all over Brazil, so their children can learn to 

read and write in two languages (English-Portuguese). 

 Literacy involves processes that are not “natural”, different from the spoken language 

that is innate for humankind. According to Finger, Brentano, and Ruschel (2019), students need 

“not only to understand the relationships between sounds and letters but mainly to attribute 

meanings to writing, [and] learning to identify the context in which it is inserted (that is, writing 

with the aim to communicate something to someone).” They also state that “over the millennia 

our cognitive apparatus had to adapt in order to receive and process this cultural invention, 

which is writing.” With that being said, biliteracy involves the same skills as literacy does, but 

the students learn to identify sounds and letters of words in two languages at the same time in 

order to be proficient while reading and writing in both.  

 
1 The terms second language, L2, additional language, and foreign language are going to be used interchangibly 
along this paper. 
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The focus of this paper is biliteracy - Portuguese and English. Consequently, exposing 

children to activities involving phonological awareness in both languages is a crucial element. 

It is important to mention this topic and also how our brain system works when learning to 

speak, write, and read as well as how to explicitly instruct students who are acquiring those 

skills. 

As an intern at an international school in Brazil, I have had contact with 4 to 6-year-old 

children who are going to be biliterate, meaning they are learning how to speak, read, and write 

in two languages: Portuguese and English. The passion for teaching kids how to read and write 

and the growing curiosity to understand how this process occurs in two languages were the fuel 

that ignited this research. Consequently, in this paper, we investigate how the process of 

biliteracy happens and works in the kindergarten in this international school in Porto Alegre. 

Taking all these factors into consideration, the main objective of the present paper is to 

investigate the process of biliteracy in K52 groups in an international school in Porto Alegre. 

As for the specific objectives, we intend (1) to present an overview of bilingualism and bilingual 

education, (2) to investigate the importance of phonological awareness activities regarding 

biliteracy (Portuguese and English), and (3) to present a comparison between literacy in English 

versus literacy in Portuguese at an international school in Porto Alegre. 

As for the research questions, we have (1) “What is bilingualism and bilingual 

education?”, (2) What is the importance of phonological awareness activities when learning to 

read and write in two languages?” (3) How can we compare the processes involving literacy in 

English and Portuguese at an international school in Porto Alegre?”. 

With regards to methodology3, the present paper is grounded in the field of 

Psycholinguistics of bilingualism and it is a bibliographic review of articles and books, followed 

by a personal account of the processes underlying biliteracy in an International school in Porto 

Alegre-RS. 

This monograph is organized into 5 chapters. In the introduction, we have a brief 

summary of the topics that are going to be tacked in this paper, along with the justification and 

objectives. In chapter 2, we have two sections presenting a brief overview of bilingualism and 

bilingual education in Brazil, followed by chapter 3 on biliteracy and the importance of 

phonological awareness to bilingual students. In chapter 4, we explain how an international 

school in Porto Alegre works with regards to biliteracy, the use of phonics, and instruction in 

both Portuguese and English with K5 students. Finally, in chapter 5, we have the final 

 
2 Kindergarten (5 year-old children) 
3 All the sources mentioned and published in Portuguese were translated by the author of this paper. 
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considerations of the present paper followed by its limitations, future research aims, and 

references.  
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 BILINGUALISM AND BILINGUAL EDUCATION: AN OVERVIEW 

In this chapter, we are going to present an overview of the history of bilingualism and 

bilingual education. 

Bilingualism is a broad subject and several studies have already been carried out regarding 

the theme. The term Bilingualism has more than one definition because there is not only one 

type of bilingual. People are different individuals that live different situations in life.  

In section 2.1, we present a brief overview of the history of bilingualism and, in section 

2.2, we talk about bilingual education and present the difference between bilingual and 

international schools. 

 

2.1 Bilingualism 
 

Bloomfield (1933) was the first person to name the term bilingualism: “In the cases 

where this perfect foreign-language learning is not accompanied by loss of the native language, 

it results in bilingualism, native-like control of two languages” (BLOOMFIELD, 1933, p.55-

56). Moreover, in the 21st century, Grosjean and Li (2013) argue that bilingualism, as well as 

multilingualism, is “the use of two or more languages (or dialects) in everyday life” 

(GROSJEAN; LI, 2013, p.13). Also, the authors consider that it is not possible to quantify how 

many people are bilingual in the whole world, however, “it is clear that bilingualism is found 

in all age groups, in all levels of society, and in most countries” (GROSJEAN; LI, 2013, p.14). 

Although the term bilingualism was first mentioned in 1933, it was only 28 years later 

that it started to become a popular topic. In 1961, the first academic bilingual study called The 

Effects of Bilingualism on Intelligence was conducted by Elizabeth Peal. And, three years later, 

she wrote an article called A Comparison of the Cognitive Functioning of Monolinguals and 

Bilinguals along with Wallace E. Lambert, one of the founders of psycholinguistics and 

sociolinguistics and considered the father of the psychological study of bilingualism (VAID et 

al., 2010, p.290). Since then, more bilingual studies started to be published. 

As known, “Bilingual language use is a complex experience.” (KORENAR; 

TREFFERS-DALLER; PLIATSIKAS, 2020, p.5) and, in order to make it easier for the speaker 

to understand the languages s/he is willing to speak, Grosjean (2010) argues that the 

individual’s L1 can work as a tool or facilitator when learning a new language because “[…] 

the home language can be used as a linguistic base for acquiring aspects of the other language. 
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It also gives children a known language to communicate in (with parents, caretakers, and, 

perhaps, teachers) while acquiring the other” (GROSJEAN, 2010, p.176). 

Furthermore, to understand more about bilingual children, it is important to start 

acknowledging that, according to Grosjean (2010), children can become simultaneous 

bilinguals – who acquire two languages at the same time before age four – or successive 

bilinguals, who acquire one language after the other from age five on. Regardless of these 

differentiations, he affirms that “Whatever the type of acquisition, the degree of bilingualism 

attained can be the same” (GROSJEAN, 2010, p.178). On the contrary, back in time,  

The initial view proposed that early, highly proficient bilinguals should show the 
largest executive control advantages due to their prolonged experience managing two 
languages. [...] The acquisition of a new language may be more effortful for late 
bilinguals than for infants who acquire two languages from birth. Later language 
acquisition may require more language control processes and stronger inhibition over 
the first language. (BRUIN, 2019, p.2) 

Conversely, Baker (2001) agrees that simultaneous bilingual or simultaneous childhood 

bilingualism refers to a child acquiring two languages at the same time early in life” (BAKER, 

2001, p.87). Additionally, he uses the term sequential bilingual rather than simultaneous 

bilingual and states that the term refers to people who acquire an L2 after acquiring an L1. 

Therefore, different from Grosjean (2010), Baker (2001) does not mention a specific age as 

Grosjean does. 

Baker (2001) also describes circumstantial bilinguals as people who “learn another 

language to survive.” (BAKER, 2001, p.3), such as immigrants. If they do not understand the 

language used in the country in which they are currently living, they are not able to understand 

people or communicate with them to get a job, study, etc. Unfortunately, they sometimes do 

not have contact with their L1 anymore and if they stop practicing, “[the mother language] is 

in danger of being replaced by the second language” (BAKER, 2001, p.4). 

Following, regarding language dominance, a bilingual child will have language 

dominance depending on how much s/he is exposed to it, states Grosjean (2010). For instance, 

a bilingual child (Portuguese-English), who lives in Brazil, is going to have Portuguese 

language dominance because s/he will have more contact with this language outside school. 

Now, take the same child as an example but living in England for the same amount of time. 

English is going to be the child’s dominant language for the same reason: s/he will need much 

more English to communicate in her everyday life. Therefore, it can be faulty to assume that 

mother languages or mother tongues are always the dominant ones. Depending on the child’s 
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stage of life, any language s/he knows can be the predominant one (GROSJEAN; LI, 2013). It 

can happen with either simultaneous or successive bilinguals, however,  

Language dominance in children acquiring successively is even more pervasive than 
in their younger counterparts who are raised with two languages from the start, since 
at first they only have one language and it is constantly present when they are 
acquiring and speaking the second language. (GROSJEAN, 2010, p.192-193) 

In addition, “a more plausible explanation for the effects of language proficiency on 

cognition can be found in considering […] that if someone achieved high proficiency in their 

L2, they must have needed to engage with the second language often, or intensely” 

(KORENAR; TREFFERS-DALLER; PLIATSIKAS, 2020, p.10-11). Grosjean also argues 

about that, by saying that 

[…] language dominance in children acquiring two languages simultaneously is 
mainly due to the amount of exposure they get in each language. It is common for a 
child to receive more input in one language than to receive equal inputs in the two. 
(GROSJEAN, 2010, p.192) 

However, when thinking about first or second language acquisition, Escamilla et al. 

(2014) state that simultaneous bilinguals do not have an L1 or an L2. Both languages are their 

“first” language because “For these children, bilingualism is their dominant language” 

(ESCAMILLA et al., 2014, p.5). 

Furthermore, when it comes to code-switching4, a very common trait in bilinguals’ lives, 

it is known that children “will insert elements of their stronger language into their weaker 

language as a stop-gap measure” (GROSJEAN, 2010, p.198). 

When bilinguals are in a monolingual mode, that is, speaking or writing in just one 
language, we expect that their other languages are deactivated and do not intervene. 
This would make sense, since the bilinguals are usually communicating with people 
who do not know the other languages. In fact, however, things are not quite as simple 
as that. Bilinguals may sometimes code-switch when speaking or writing 
monolingually, and they regularly produce interferences. (GROSJEAN, 2010, p.66) 

The explanation for code-switching might be because “Crucially, one of the critical 

discoveries within bilingualism is that the different languages a bilingual knows are both active, 

even if bilinguals intend to use only one of them” (KROLL et al., 2012 apud KORENAR; 

TREFFERS-REFFERS-DALLER; PLIATSIKAS, 2020, p.5-6).  

 
4 the act of changing between two or more languages, dialects, or accents while speaking. 
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Nevertheless, they will only “choose” to do this “interference” in appropriate situations, 

such as when other people are also bilinguals and will understand them (GROSJEAN, 2010, 

p.198). The author argues that when bilinguals learned enough about the structure and 

vocabulary of the languages they know, they will decreasingly stop inserting elements of their 

stronger language into the weaker one (GROSJEAN, 2010, p.198).  

Cognitively speaking, children can quickly learn about language choice and code-

switching. However, this is an unconscious skill since the choices are made so fast that 

bilinguals do not need to stop and think about which language they are going to speak, they can 

adapt to the environment and the people almost in the blink of an eye. That is the reason why 

the word choose is between quotes in the previous paragraph. Bilinguals choose to code-witch 

but not quite thinking about this because the decision can be made in seconds, something almost 

automatically. 

Grosjean (2010) also states how important it is for the people involved in children’s 

upbringing to investigate bilingualism. This way, they might be able to help, understand, and 

support the child in the process of acquiring more than one language at the same time. Besides, 

the school is another important aspect highlighted by the author, since it is responsible for the 

acquisition or the loss of a language. The school can stimulate children to continue learning and 

improving their knowledge; in contrast, a school not interested in instigating children to 

continue in contact with their language(s), can also accelerate the process of losing their skills. 

Finally, according to Cambridge Assessment International Education (2017), 

researchers are showing more and more “evidence suggesting that there are potential benefits 

to individuals, schools, and societies in being bilingual, for example, increased mental 

flexibility, improved inter-cultural skills, [and] increased opportunities for global exchange and 

trade.” Also, Marcelino (2009) argued that due to the constant awareness of two languages, 

bilinguals become more alert, peaceful, and sensible to monolinguals’ linguistic mistakes as 

well as to other cultures since they start learning about their L2 culture.  

In the next section, we discuss the topic bilingual education and its exponential growth 
in Brazil. 
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2.2 Bilingual Education 
 

Maher (2013) mentions that besides Portuguese, 222 other mother languages are spoken 

in Brazil, including 40 spoken by migrants and 2 sign languages5. According to Hedlund (2021), 

the main reason for so many languages, ethnicities, cultures, and linguistic backgrounds is due 

to indigenous and several immigrants that came from Italy, Germany, and Japan at the end of 

the 19th century. 

English teaching started in 1809 with a decree “signed by D. João VI, a Portuguese 

Prince who ruled Brazil at the time, which stipulated the creation of a school of French and a 

school of English” (OLIVEIRA; HOFLING, 2021, p.26). Several years later, in 1940, during 

World War II, the United States (US) was Brazil’s main trade partner. Therefore, since then, 

English started to be more present and stronger in the country. 

The teaching of English has grown rapidly as a result of changing national and 
international political and economic contexts. This growth can be witnessed through 
the social, cultural, and economic sectors of the country. Every year, more and more 
Brazilians seek to develop fluency and proficiency in English, hoping to obtain better 
opportunities in a competitive and intimidating job market. (OLIVEIRA, 2021, p.26) 

In 1981, according to Playpen website, Brazil inaugurated its first bilingual school for 

early years with the name Playpen. Moreover, according to Moura (2021), the number of 

private bilingual schools in Brazil has increased since its first. Megale (2019) agrees with 

Moura (2021) and adds that bilingual schools “use prestigious languages as means of 

instruction, such as English and Portuguese, German and Portuguese, or French and 

Portuguese” (MEGALE, 2019, p.9). Brentano, Finger, and Ruschel (2019) also confirm that 

the growing bilingual schooling is a Brazilian reality. 

In addition, Brazil hosted the World Cup, in 2014, as well as the Olympic Games, in 

2016. As a consequence, it also contributed to the government to start being more aware and 

interested in changing the curriculum of some public schools, so “bilingual education became 

available for lower-income families” (MOURA, 2021, website).  

Megale and Liberali (2016) state the possibility to divide bilingual education into 4 

considerable domains: (I) Bilingual education for deaf students (Portuguese/LIBRAS); (II) 

Bilingual education for indigenous communities, in which indigenous students have the 

opportunity to maintain their language and traditions, as well as to learn Portuguese; (III) 

Bilingual education in multilingual contexts, such as German and Ukrainian communities in 

 
5 according to Castro (2019), a Língua Brasileira de Sinais (Libras) e a Língua de Sinais Kaapor Brasileira. 
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the south of Brazil or border communities that speak Portuguese and Spanish, and (IV) 

Bilingual education for students of dominant classes, entitled as elite – or prestige – 

bilingualism, such denomination is due to the favorable financial conditions of the students who 

attend these schools (MEGALE; LIBERALI, 2016).  

Megale (2018) argues that bilingual education for students of dominant classes 

concentrates on a more elitist education focusing on the learning of a new language, the 

discovery of other cultures, and, in most cases, the possibility to complete their studies abroad. 

By acknowledging this elitist Brazilian context, bilingual schools started opening in the whole 

country comprehending all ages, from nursery to high school. Besides, a significant number of 

monolingual schools adapted their curriculum in order to be renamed as bilinguals. By doing 

it, those schools were able to increase their number of higher-income students. 

Marcelino (2009) also investigated bilingualism in Brazil. He states that language 

courses/language schools were the ones providing the learning of an L2 to Brazilian children 

instead of traditional or bilingual schools. Certainly because, in the past, it was believed that 

the English language taught in Brazilian traditional schools might not be good enough to form 

proficient learners. As a result, in order for children to develop communicative skills, it would 

be necessary for them to study in a language course/language school. Hence, it was believed to 

be the only place in which proficient professionals would be able to teach and guide students 

in learning the target language properly. Those language schools helped the students get 

international certificates that confirmed their educational background as well as their fluency. 

Nowadays, schools are not inclined to continue “ignoring” the fact that learning how to 

speak a second language can and should be taught in schools and not only in language courses. 

However, Marcelino (2009) states that there were some schools still doing the opposite and 

investing in the “old way” of teaching languages, ignoring the fact that is little functional and 

ineffective, in his own words. 

Over time, also according to Marcelino (2009), bilingual schools started to emerge 

because of the lack of teachers’ fluency, resources, lesson time, and a considerable number of 

students in class. He states that bilingual schools start to arise uniting two competencies: focus 

on traditional schools, which were centered on the individual’s development and commitment 

to language development. However, he mentions that the concept of bilingual school changes 

depending on the country, which brings different possibilities and interpretations. For instance, 

in some Brazilian bilingual schools, teachers plan lessons including interactions in English (L2) 

as well as in Portuguese (L1). Additionally, Brazilian cultural aspects are discussed along with 

American and British ones – a tendency in a globalized world. Consequently, English starts to 
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be the language of information, of the internet, of international transactions, and of the academic 

community. 

Megale (2019) argues that there are mostly private bilingual schools in Brazil, there are 

already some public bilingual schools, though. For instance, in the city of Rio de Janeiro (RJ), 

there are 25 public schools, including 9 focused on English, 12 on Spanish, 3 on German, and 

1 on French. 

Furthermore, Marcelino (2009) mentions that the idea of bilingual instruction seems to 

be well-accepted by parents. They see bilingual schools as important and necessary for their 

children’s education because of the combination of both good educational backgrounds 

combined with the instruction of a second language. In detail, bilingual education takes place 

when children are simultaneously instructed in two languages. They learn languages through 

language classes (Portuguese and English) as well as through other academic content classes 

(History, Geography, Math, etc.) because students have to learn every part of the curriculum in 

both languages (BRENTANO; FINGER, 2020). 

Megale (2019) also claims that what cannot be considered bilingual programs are the 

curriculums in which the target language is taught as a subject but not used for academic 

purposes. The students need to develop their knowledge in other areas while using their L2.  

What is more, she also argues that bilingual education is teaching how to be sensitive 

when talking about culture. Hoexter (2017) mentions that, either in traditional or bilingual 

schools that work with preschool, pupils must have an upbringing focused on citizenship. 

Second language culture is also considered important and should be included in the school 

curriculum, without overlapping or decreasing the L1-related culture learning. 

Also, about preschools, according to the Organização das Escolas Bilíngues (OEBi), 

they must have, at least, 75% of the school hours in another language rather than Portuguese, 

whereas elementary grades (1st to 5th) must present, at least, 1/3 of the school hours in another 

language rather than Portuguese. On the other hand, regarding international schools and taking 

an American international school as an example, it must follow an American curriculum, all 

the disciplines should be taught in English, the school calendar should follow the American 

one, and all the students must receive an international diploma. 

In the middle of 2020, a project was launched by the National Council of Education with 

a set of rules for bilingual schools in order to differentiate them from other types of schools. 

One of the rules says that future teachers need to present a document proving they are proficient 

in the language they want to teach and that they took a specific training of, at least, 120 hours 

in bilingual education (apart from having a degree in Letters or Pedagogy). 
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Finally, Hoexter (2017) states that the result of a successful bilingual education is to 

provide the student with the knowledge necessary to develop the ability to communicate 

through four skills: speaking, listening, reading, and writing. Unfortunately, according to the 

British Council, only 5% of Brazilians were proficient in the English language in 2014. Hence, 

the lack of English speakers in the country shows how important it is to expand the number of 

bilingual schools, for researchers to keep investigating the topic, and, for teachers to continue 

to be informed about bilingualism and bilingual education. 

Last but not least important, since the present paper presents data on an international 

school in Porto Alegre, we finish this section by pointing out the main differences between 

bilingual schools and international schools. 

Bilingual schools usually follow the national curriculum in which the school is placed. 

The students are educated in both languages: the local language (L1) and the second language 

(L2). According to a report from Rugby School Thailand (c2020)6, there are four educational 

programs used in bilingual schools: (1) Transitional bilingual education, in which the students 

are taught for three years in their L1 in order not to “fail” in subjects such as science, 

mathematics, and history while learning an L2; (2) Immersion bilingual programs that teach all 

the subjects in the L2 the school is focused on; (3) Two-way immersion or Dual language 

immersion that instructs the school subjects in two languages, consequently, all the students 

(native and non-native) are assisted to become both bilingual and biliterate; and (4) Late-exit or 

developmental bilingual education in which the students use mostly their L1, “accompanied by 

brief lessons in English” (RUGBY SCHOOL THAILAND, c2020, website). The objective is 

for the students to develop literacy in their L1 before acquiring their L2, being able to transfer 

the knowledge from one to the other. 

Whereas, International schools follow the curriculum of the country or language they 

teach, for instance, the international school presented in the next chapter is an International 

American school, hence, it follows the American calendar and curriculum, as it would if it were 

placed in the US. However, since it is in Brazil, it takes into consideration foreign students as 

well as English as a Second Language (ESL) learners. Another important aspect is that this type 

of school hires specialist teachers, meaning it is going to have different teachers for arts, 

physical education, music, and for the additional language they are teaching as L2. In Brazil, 

an American school is going to hire a Portuguese teacher to teach the country’s L1. 

Furthermore, in Primary school, the main teacher or “homeroom teacher” is going to share the 

 
6 https://www.rugbyschool.ac.th/international-schools-vs-bilingual-schools 
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classroom with a teacher assistant who will help with the organization of the classroom, with 

the children, and also with teaching. The goal is not only academic but the school “will offer a 

more dynamic education that helps nurture the mind, body, and spirit of students, allowing them 

to grow holistically and prosper in all aspects of life” (RUGBY SCHOOL THAILAND, c2020, 

website). It also “exposes your child to students and teachers from various cultures and 

backgrounds” (RUGBY SCHOOL THAILAND, c2020, website). 

In the next chapter, we are going to present the construct of biliteracy and discuss the 

importance of phonological awareness for pupils learning to read and write in two languages.  
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 THE BRAIN AND BILITERACY: THE IMPORTANCE OF PHONOLOGICAL 
AWARENESS FOR BILINGUAL CHILDREN 

In this chapter, we are going to shed some light on the concept of biliteracy and present 

some relevant information about phonological awareness for children learning to read and write 

in two languages at the same time. 

Biliteracy (Portuguese-English) is a relatively new concept in Brazil since the regulation 

of bilingual schools started being analyzed in 2020/21. Due to this fact, we decided to briefly 

research the topic and see the results. The chart below (Table 1) illustrates the information 

found on the topics biliteracy, biliterate, and phonological awareness. The data is from a 

reliable Brazilian database called Portal de Periódicos da Capes.  

Table 1 – Keywords searched in Portal de Periódicos da Capes 

 
Source: The author (2022) 

  

As we can see in Table 1, when researching the word “Biliteracy”, we found 558 

occurrences with the term while for “Biliteracia” only 1. The term “Biliterate” has 173 

occurences, “Phonological Awareness” has 6838, “Consciência Fonológica” has 817, 

“Biliteracy + Biliterate” has 60, “Biliteracy + Phonological Awareness” has 44, and “Biliterate 

+ Phonological Awareness” has 6. Unfortunately, when searching for the terms “Biliterado”, 

“Biliteracia + Biliterado”, “Biliteracia + Consciência Fonológica”, “Biliterado + Consciência 
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Fonológica”, “Biliteracy + Biliterate + Phonological Awareness”, and “Biliteracia + Biliterado 

+ Consciência Fonológica”, there is none result found. 

Phonological Awareness (6838) shows a considerable number of papers in the field; in 

contrast, looking at the same topic but in the Portuguese language Consciência Fonológica 

(817), we perceived that less research was conducted. Moreover, considering Biliteracy (558) 

and Biliterate (173), we see less research than in Phonological Awareness. Additionally to that, 

according to Merrian-Webster dictionary, the term biliterate was used for the first time in 1947.  

Consequently, our goal is to investigate more about these three topics and shed some 

light on these fields that are exponentially growing in Brazil, therefore, we are positive that the 

present paper may contribute to future studies. 

“Neurologists and neurolinguists have recently conducted brain-imaging studies in an 

effort to better understand the structures that control language choice” (GROSJEAN, 2010, 

p.65-66). Abutalebi and Green (2008) proposed that the left part of the brain controls language 

use, language inhibition, and possible mistakes that have been made regarding language choice. 

“Why the left side is favoured for language isn’t known. But we do know that injury 
or conditions such as epilepsy, if it affects the left side of the brain early in a child’s 
development, can increase the chances language will develop on the right side. The 
chance of the person being left-handed is also increased.” (ABBOTT, 2016, website) 

The picture below (Figure 1) shows the 3 important areas on the left part of the brain 

responsible to form and process language as well as help individuals understand and express 

language(s). 

    Figure 1  – Brain areas responsible for language development 

 
    Source: Adapted from Shaywitz (2020). 

 

It was possible to see in the picture above that three areas are responsible for the process 

and understanding of words: Broca, Wernicke’s, and the visual cortex (occipital-temporal). 
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3.1 PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS 

Discussing the reading process, according to Dehaene (2012) the languages based on an 

Alphabetic Writing System (AWS) demand from the readers the ability to be independent in 

three conditions: the comprehension of the alphabetic principle, the ability to decode, and the 

constitution of the orthographic mental lexicon. The focus of this paper is the English and 

Portuguese languages, which are based on AWS. However, in regards to orthographic depth 

(grapheme-phoneme correspondence), English is considered a deep orthography, whereas 

Portuguese is considered shallow. 

Azevedo et al. (2017) agree by saying that learning to read requires the child to 

understand the alphabetic principle in order to use grapheme-phoneme (letter-sound) 

correspondence to decode written information and comprehend what is being read. 

Taking the authors’ assumptions into consideration, we can perceive the importance of 

learning the sounds and sounding out words when learning to read because it is exactly where 

phonological awareness (PA) comes into the limelight. According to Teixeira and Azevedo 

(2021), phonological awareness is the ability to recognize and manipulate the spoken parts of 

sentences and words. Examples include being able to identify words that rhyme, recognizing 

alliteration, segmenting a sentence into words, identifying the syllables in a word, and blending 

and segmenting onset rimes, as we can see in Figure 2 below. 

       Figure 2 - Five levels of Phonological Awareness 

 

        Source: National Center on Improving Literacy (2022).  

 

To help a better understanding of the levels of Phonological Awareness, we present 

some examples in the chart below (Table 2): 
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Table 2 - Examples of the 5 levels of Phonological Awareness 

Word Level 
Rhyming 
Bat/ cat/ hat 
 
Alliteration 
Bold big 
brown bear 

Sentence 
Segmentation 
I / see / the / dog 
= 4 words 
 

Syllable Level 
ba-by = 2 syllables 
ex-er-cise = 3 
syllables 

Onset & 
Rime Level 
Onset = map 
Rime = map 
 

Phonemic 
Awareness Level 
/m/ /oo/ /n/ 
moon = 3 
phonemes 

Source: The author (2022) 

PA involves a continuum of skills that develop over time and that are crucial for reading 

and spelling success because they are central to learning to decode and spell printed words. 

Phonological awareness is especially important at the earliest stages of reading development — 

in pre-school, kindergarten, and first grade for typical readers (TEIXEIRA; AZEVEDO, 2021). 

Explicit teaching of PA in these early years can eliminate future reading problems for many 

students. It is important to point out that PA is like an umbrella, which among other skills exists 

under this umbrella.  

Children must be aware that the sounds associated with letters are precisely the same in 

speech. For those who already know how to read and write, this understanding seems basic. 

However, some researchers already show that this skill does not come naturally or easily to 

human beings. It takes some time to process that the spoken language consists of a sequence of 

phonemes. The acknowledgment of the existence of phonemes is called phonemic or 

phonological consciousness (ADAMS; FOORMAN; BEELER, 2012, p.19). In addition, 

according to Azevedo et al. (2017), through explicit teaching and reading practice, it is possible 

to help children associate graphemes (letters) in words with the corresponding phonemes 

(sounds).  

Gradually, according to Morais (2013), the reading process begins to be faster and more 

accurate while the reader becomes more proficient. It happens because individuals store in their 

memory the lexical orthographic representations that allow them to identify words 

automatically. This way, it is not necessary for the whole process of decoding to happen 

(identify each sound of each letter). Hence, when the number of decoded words increases in our 

brains, the reader is capable of putting together the meaning of those words and understand the 

meaning of sentences. 

However, it is important to mention that this grapheme-phoneme (GTA) correspondence 

is not always simple, nor the same across languages. As mentioned before, there are some 

languages considered to have a deep orthography while others have a shallow orthography. For 
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instance, Turkish and Croatian are languages considered to have shallow orthography because 

“GTP correspondence is consistent (one-to-one)” (MILLER; KARGIN; GUILDENOGLU, 

2012, p.1). On the opposite, deep orthography can be found in English and French because the 

recognition of written words only through their sounds can be less effective. Digraphs in 

English are more difficult to recognize only through listening to words. For instance, oo in 

words such as book, look, and cook; will be written by Brazilian children as buk, luk, and cuk 

because they are likely to confuse the phoneme [ʊ] with the vowel sound [u] of Portuguese. 

However, when they become more proficient readers, they tend not to commit this type of 

mistake anymore. 

Adams, Foorman, and Beeler (2012) mention that some activities already present in 

preschool involving rhyme, rhythm, and sounds are ideal in the sense of helping children 

develop PA. If poorly developed, it causes a huge number of children to manifest difficulty 

when learning to read. Also, they argue that the PA assessments that preschool children take 

could predict their future success in reading. They mention some countries in which those tests 

were taken between 1973 to 1995: England, Sweden, Norway, Spain, France, Italy, Brazil, and 

Russia. “Additionally, children who had come to understand the concept of phoneme identity 

in preschool, from whatever source, showed advanced literacy development during their 1st 

year at school7” (BYRNE; FIELDING-BARNSLEY, 1995, p.488-489). 

Teachers need to know about language structure and phonology8 in order to help 

children develop PA. They also mention that babies tune into the phonemes of their L1 in the 

first few months of life. When older, beginner readers must learn to separate these phonemes 

from one another by categorizing them in a way that allows them to understand how the words 

are written. This explicit and reflective knowledge is called consciousness phonemic. They 

agree that phoneme comprehension is different from innate speech production and reception 

because the first is not easy to establish in our brains. Moreover, depending on the accent, the 

number of sounds in a language increases because vowel pronunciations can vary between 

regions, dialects, and individuals. Therefore, since it is a difficult skill to attain, language games 

can be useful. The games must be played regularly and replayed until the students’ phonological 

and phonemic awareness have been mastered and can be expanded (ADAMS; FOORMAN; 

BEELER, 2012). 

 
7 1st Grade of Primary school (US) or 1º ano do Ensino Fundamental (Brazil). 
8  “Phonology is the study of the unconscious rules that command the production of speech sounds.” (ADAMS; 
FOORMAN; BEELER, 2012, p.21).  
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Annick De Houwer (1999), a linguist and researcher, mentions that it is extremely 

important to read to children in order to assist them in memorizing vocabulary and cultural 

information. Additionally to that, Grosjean (2010) mentions that the people around the child 

acquiring another language can use their L1 as the basis for teaching or helping her to 

understand some components of her target language (L2). If a person learns more than one 

language at the same time, it is important to know which sounds are or are not in the languages, 

otherwise, words will be mispronounced causing miscommunication. 

Fromkin, Rodman, and Hyams (2003) give an example of French people speaking 

English, in which they would pronounce the words this and that as zis and zat since the letters 

th together do not initiate words in French. “Knowing the sound system of a language includes 

more than knowing the inventory of sounds. It includes knowing which sounds may start a 

word, end a word, and follow each other” (FROMKIN; RODMAN; HYAMS, 2003, p.5), that 

is why PA is so important for biliteracy. The speakers may use a similar sound in their stronger 

language when pronouncing a word they are not aware of the sound or cannot pronounce 

properly. Therefore, bilinguals usually have a stronger and a weaker language. For instance, 

“because there is no z sound in Norwegian, Norwegians speaking English sometimes say rosses 

instead of roses” (GROSJEAN, 2010, p.78-79).  

[…] if the second (or weaker) language has two rather similar sounds where the first 
(stronger) language has only one, the bilingual may fail to distinguish the two sounds 
and use only one, based in part on the first language. Thus, a French person may use 
the same sound when pronouncing “hit” and “heat”, “rim” and “ream”, and so on. 
(GROSJEAN, 2010, p.78-79) 

 On the other hand, when talking about children,  

[…] bilingual infants have to discriminate more possibilities (there are more speech 
sounds when there are two languages), but they seem to do so very efficiently. […] if 
there are many similar sounds (for example, Spanish and Catalan between them have 
three e sound, as in bet), then bilingual infants may take a bit more time learning to 
discriminate them appropriately. [...] In short, the literacy skills a student has in one 
language help the student develop literacy skills in the other. Of course, the extent of 
the facilitation will depend on the relation between the two languages and their writing 
systems. Facilitation will be greater between Spanish and English, for example, than 
between Chinese and English. (GROSJEAN, 2010, p.179, 240-241) 

Concerning writing skills, Soares (2016) argues that it is not natural or innate as well, it 

needs to be taught, different from the spoken language that is always around individuals, hence, 

they hear and they reproduce it. People need to be aware of the signs (letters and sounds) of 

languages to know how to read and write properly. Writing depends on the recovery of the 
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acquired lexical orthographic representations while reading. Therefore, according to Morais 

(2013), the more children read, the better they will write. “[…] writing is a specific area of 

language and probably one of the hardest cognitive skills that humans acquire” (GROSJEAN, 

2010, p.134). Brentano, Finger, and Ruschel (2019) justify it by saying that our brain was 

programmed to develop oral language, the brain circuitry had to rewire for reading and writing. 

Consequently, to understand and develop writing skills our cognitive system had to adapt. 

However, according to Grosjean (2010), people can be bilingual and not biliterate, 

meaning they can speak two languages fluently but are not able to read and write in both 

languages but only in one. It means they have not developed these skills in their L2. To illustrate 

his statement, we can take Mila Kunis as an example. She is a bilingual actress, who was born 

in Ukraine. Mila speaks Russian fluently, but she stated not being able to read in the language. 

The reason is that she moved to the US when she was 7 – English was the school language of 

instruction and she was living in an English-speaking country; therefore, outside the classroom, 

she could listen to the language as well. As a consequence, Mila can speak, read, and write in 

English very well, her L2, but not in Russian, her L1. 

Many bilinguals have not had to read and write in one or more of their languages and 
hence have not developed those skills. And even if they do have reading and writing 
skills in each language, the levels of competence are probably different because their 
need for those skills is not the same in everyday life. (GROSJEAN, 2010, p.31) 

Mila has been living in the US for several years now, consequently, her current dominant 

language is English, even though the first language she learned to speak was Russian.  

In the 1980s, the social practices of reading and writing started to be fundamental in the 

discussions of several countries. It was when the term literacy was created. Also, there is a real 

interest in elucidating how reading and writing skills are developed in a bilingual and biliterate 

mind as well as the linguistic competence of those children (BRENTANO; FINGER; 

RUSCHEL, 2019, p.181). Therefore, according to the Merrian-Webster dictionary, the term 

biliterate was invented in 1947. 

As previously explained, there are more than one way of becoming bilingual. Being 

biliterate is not different. There are the ones who “acquire literacy skills in more than one 

language concurrently” and “Others may develop literacy skills in their L1 and then in an L2 

later on in life” (GROSJEAN; LI, 2013, p.103). 

Brentano, Finger, and Ruschel (2019) argue that to know how to write properly, the 

students need to identify in which context words are inserted and which information or message 

they want to convey when writing. 
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The vast majority of all words have more than one meaning and writers (and speakers) 
have only one of these in mind when using a particular word in a specific linguistic 
expression. Therefore, in reconstructing the meaning of a written sentence, for every 
word that it contains the reader must select the contextually appropriate meaning and 
suppress the contextually inappropriate ones (assuming that multiple meanings 
automatically become available upon word recognition; this in itself is a debatable 
issue). (GROSJEAN; LI, 2013, p.71) 

Taking into consideration that biliterates develop writing strategies simultaneously, it is 

important to assess those students from “[...] a bilingual perspective, considering that language 

develops as an integrated system in the bilingual mind” (BRENTANO; FINGER; RUSCHEL, 

2019, p.181). Therefore, “A central concern in studies of bilingual writing is the potential 

transfer of writing skills across languages” (BRENTANO; FINGER; RUSCHEL, 2019, p.102). 

One of the reasons for this concern is probably because “[...] bilinguals may not achieve the 

same level of development of such skills and abilities in their various languages” (GROSJEAN; 

LI, 2013, p.97). 

However, the advantages of learning how to read and write in two languages at the same 

time are that if children develop more complex forms of expressing their ideas in Portuguese, 

it means they are becoming more proficient while doing it in English as well. Students who 

have more facility in their L1 while developing literacy, show the same facility in their L2. 

Consequently, we can assume that the literacy process in both languages produces a linguistic 

and cognitive increment in the brain because of the natural transfer of knowledge and skills 

between languages (BRENTANO; FINGER; RUSCHEL, 2019, p.192-202). 

With that being said, it was possible to see that without phonological awareness, it 

becomes more difficult for the student to acknowledge the phonemes while recognizing them 

in the written words. When the understanding of graphemes linked to phonemes is learned, it 

seems to be easier for students to become more proficient readers. 

In the next chapter, we present our personal account of how the biliteracy process occurs 

in an international school in Porto Alegre, more specifically, in K5 groups. The objective is to 

present the school, explain how it works, show the way students are instructed in two languages 

when learning to read and write, as well as the differences and similarities between English and 

Portuguese instruction inside the classrooms.  
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 AN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL IN PORTO ALEGRE 

 
Since one of the objectives of this paper is to show the importance of phonological 

awareness activities for biliterate children, this chapter presents an account of our experience 

in an international school in Porto Alegre and how language is instructed for K5 students. It is 

paramount to mention that this school served as the basis for the theme of this monograph, due 

to the fact that the author works there and accompanies K5 groups. 

The school aforementioned is a private American-International school that is accredited 

by the Ministry of Education-MEC in Brazil. Foreign Teaching Staff (Homeroom Teachers and 

Teacher Assistants) represent 30% of the group. Students of 14 different nationalities study 

there, 80% of +430 students are Brazilian and 20% are international students (5% from English-

speaking countries). It serves students from the age of 3 in P3 (Pre-Kindergarten) to the age of 

17 in G12 (Last year of High School). The school has two campi and the author has had the 

chance to work on both of them, but her experience is with the youngest ones: P3 (3-year-old 

children), P4 (4-year-old children), K5 (5 and 6-year-old children), and G1 (6 and 7-year-old 

children). For a better understanding of how the grade levels function, look at the table below: 

 

       Table 3 – Grade Levels 

 
         Source: The author (2022). 

 

 The following explanations about the schedules are going to be about the Primary levels. 

From G1 to G5 the students have a very similar schedule to the Brazilian schools, for instance, 
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History, Geography, Math, Portuguese, Physical Education, and Arts. What differentiates it 

from a Brazilian school is that all the subjects are taught in English, except Português 

(Portuguese), and also that they have a Unit of Inquiry (UOI) in order to promote group 

discussions and self-development as human beings. The chart below (Figure 3) shows how 

UOIs are separated: 

Figure 3 – Units of Inquiry 

 
Source: School’s website (2022) 

 

 As the chart shows, the UOIs are separated throughout the grade levels: P3 to G5. They 

are discussed in specific periods during the week, for instance, K5 studies “How we organize 

ourselves”, shown in Figure 3 as “the structure and function of organizations”. Consequently, 

they study professions and their roles in society. The teachers invite the students’ parents to 

schedule a presentation in which they can talk individually with the group about their jobs. 

Then, the teachers always propose an activity in which the students need to draw what they 

learned, for instance, what are the responsibilities of those people, what materials they use to 

do their jobs, where they work at, etc. 

 As mentioned before, the focus of this paper is on K5 students and their development; 

therefore, we are going to explain briefly how their routine works. Every day, the students in 

K5A have 35 min of writing, 45 min of Portuguese, and 45 min of reading and phonics. In K5B, 

the students have 45 min of Portuguese every day, 35 min of phonics four times a week, 35 min 

of reading three times a week, and 25 min of writing three times a week, as we can see in 

Figures 4 and 5 below. 
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Figure 4 – K5A’s schedule 
 

 
Source: School’s archives (2022) 

 

Figure 5 – K5B’s schedule 
 

 
Source: School’s archives (2022) 

 

 As shown in the timetables above, reading and writing are considered the foundation 

and basis for students’ development as critical citizens from a very early age. To help with that, 

besides practicing reading in the classroom, students borrow some books to read at home as 

well, so there are two libraries in the school containing more than 16,000 books (Figure 6 shows 

a part of the Pre School library). The students have to take home at least four books per week 

(two in Portuguese and two in English). In K5, this procedure starts to be even more important 
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since it is when they start to have periods of reading, writing, and phonics in English in their 

schedule. 

       Figure 6 – Pre-school library 

 
        Source: The author (2022). 

 
The picture does not show all the books nor the titles, but there are some books with 

more images than words while others are more advanced because we have some K5 students 

who are more proficient in reading both languages (Portuguese and English). Hence, it is 

important for them to continue the development of their reading skill as well as learn new 

vocabulary. 

In the next section, we present our personal experience in biliteracy inside K5 groups, 

the school’s aim towards these groups, how K5 is organized their routine with more details, the 

differences between English and Portuguese instructions as well as literacy in English and 

Portuguese. 
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4.1 K5 GROUPS AT AN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL IN PORTO ALEGRE: AN 

ACCOUNT OF MY PERSONAL EXPERIENCE IN BILITERACY 

This section will present our experience inside K5 groups to show how the students are 

guided throughout the school year in order to learn how to read and write in two languages. 

Also, it will be shown some differences between Portuguese and English instructions regarding 

biliteracy. 

The aim of the school is for the students to develop oral and written fluency in both 

English and Portuguese languages – Brazilians and International students. As an intern, we had 

the chance to attend some classes and observe firsthand how it is conducted and be able to 

compare the instruction in both languages. In addition, we work 6 hours per day from Monday 

to Friday at the school. We started working only with K5 and G1 students in January (3 hours 

inside the classrooms). From April to August, we worked with a P4 group (6 hours in the 

classroom). Since August, we have been currently working with P3, P4, and K5 (4 hours inside 

the classroom). We work directly with a Homeroom Teacher, a Teacher Assistant, and the 

students. Consequently, we help them during their activities, interacting with the students all 

the time; thus, we not only observe but also contribute to the classes while writing our academic 

paper. 

 The school follows the American calendar, thus the school year starts in August and 

finishes in July of the following year; hence, during February and March, we had a teaching 

experience with 3 more proficient groups of K5 (around 18 students each) – meaning that the 

majority of the students were already able to understand most of the alphabet sounds, so they 

could write sentences either in English and Portuguese.  

On the other hand, while writing the present paper, we experienced the beginning of the 

school year with 2 other groups of students in K5 (17 students each) who were still learning the 

basics of the English language sounds. They were still not able to produce accurate sentences 

because they have not seen all the alphabet sounds yet. Some of the classes were only for them 

to practice how to write the letters they have already learned, as it is possible to see in Figure 

7. In other classes, students would try to write sentences they had created using their 

imagination. The goal of this activity was to write a booklet telling a story students would like 

to tell, as it is possible to observe in Figure 8. 
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      Figure 7 – Practicing how to write the alphabet letters 

 

                          Source: The author (2022). 

      Figure 8 – Booklet telling a story9 

 
       Source: The author (2022). 

 

 It is important to mention that K5 students are able to create sentences by the end of the 

school year whilst most Grade 1 (G1) students are already able to create whole texts. As one 

would expect, students have different levels of knowledge and skills, but the goal of the school 

is to make them good readers and writers from a very young age.  

Before presenting how English and Portuguese are taught, it is important to look at the 

table below (Table 4) to have a grasp of the difference between the languages’ instruction.  

 
9 The student chose to write in Portuguese, but it was an English instruction class. He wrote “Foge dos monstros 

do rainbow friends.” 
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Table 4 – Differences between Portuguese and English instruction 

 
Source: The author (2022). 
 

 As we can see in the table above, both Portuguese and English classes have phonics 

instruction, however, the focus of the school is for students to spend more time in an English 

environment and that is what usually happens. As for reading, the students spend some time 

with English books during their reading periods, but during Portuguese instruction, they have 

only story time with the teacher reading for them. According to the curriculum, it is mandatory 

that K5 groups have English writing time every weekday while in Portuguese it is not. However, 

having said that, since October 2022 it is being implemented in some classes. 

Regarding the Portuguese classes, it should be made clear that they focus more on 

Brazilian culture, such as folklore, Semana Farroupilha, among other events; while English 

classes are much more focused on language learning; however, the pupils learn about American 

culture as well when there is an approaching festive day, such as Halloween and Thanksgiving 

in order to celebrate with the whole school community. In addition, since we are talking about 

an international school that attends several cultures, there is an event called International Day 

in which the families reunite to bring specific food from different nationalities to celebrate 

diversity. Also, in regards to cognition, fine motor skills are developed in both English and 

Portuguese classes, since students need to write, cut, glue, and color.  

In the following section, it will be discussed in more detail the differences between 

literacy in Portuguese and English regarding phonics, reading, and writing instructions. We also 

present some materials used, such as charts and books as well as some strategies on how to use 

them with students. 
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4.2 LITERACY IN ENGLISH VS. LITERACY IN PORTUGUESE AT AN 

INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL IN PORTO ALEGRE: HOW PHONOLOGICAL 

AWARENESS ACTIVITIES PLAY A KEY ROLE IN LEARNING TO READ AND 

WRITE 

In this section, it is going to be discussed our experience in 3 K5 groups: what students 

do, how they organize themselves throughout the lessons in English and Portuguese, and the 

students’ development. Three important topics will be presented: phonics, reading, and writing. 

First, it is important to know K5’s schedule in order to understand how their routine 

works. Even though they are only 5 and 6 years old, they already have several activities 

regarding their academic development. These activities are mainly focused on learning how to 

read and write. In pre-school, the students are mostly Brazilian, so Portuguese is their L1. 

However, as mentioned before, they have all the subjects in English except for Portuguese. For 

those students, English is going to be their L2; however, the school’s focus is to teach and guide 

students so they can become extremely proficient in the English language.  

According to teachers who teach in different grades, what happens throughout the 

school years is that students seem to develop their writing in English much more accurately 

than they do in their L1. One of the hypotheses is that because students spend 6 hours inside 

the school and, more than half of these hours, they listen to and speak English, they have much 

more contact with the English language in an academic environment. Also, since pupils have 

classmates from English-speaking countries, they also speak the language during snack, lunch, 

and free play when talking among themselves.  The second hypothesis is that  K5 students spend 

much more time developing phonological awareness, reading and writing skills, and their 

academic background in English. Therefore, the amount of time they are being challenged to 

produce in their L2 is larger in comparison to their L1. 

With regards to writing activities developed at school, K5 groups have a Writers 

Workshop in which the students are challenged to write according to the letters and sounds they 

already know. At the begging of the school year, they start writing books about stories they 

would like to tell. For example, some students wrote about unicorns, superheroes, rainbows, 

etc. In addition, they also write books about how to do something, for instance, how to brush 

your teeth, how to play a specific game, how to ride a bike, etc. 

Some texts are explored throughout the year in the Writers Workshop, such as 

informative (how to), narrative, true stories, opinion writing, and letters. It starts with each 

student receiving an alphabet chart containing each letter with a correspondent image in 
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squares, for instance, the letter A was illustrated in capital letter (A) and lower case (a) with the 

image of an apple inside a square, showing the student that the word “apple” starts with “a”, as 

it is possible to see in Figure 9 below.  

 

           Figure 9 – Alphabet Chart 

 
Source: Units of Study in Phonics (© 2018 by Lucy Calkins and Colleagues;Heinemann: Portsmouth, NH) 

 

This way, when a teacher utters the sound of a letter, the student looks at it and checks 

its “image” in print in order to write it properly. They usually point to the letter and ask teachers 

if it is the correct letter to use. This tool is truly useful because, especially at the beginning of 

the writing process, the students tend to do mirror writing, meaning that, instead of writing the 

letter S, for example, they write “Ƨ”. Thus, by having this visual aid, they end up mitigating this 

process. Furthermore, instead of teachers putting labels on their drawings - as used to happen 

in P4; now, in K5, the idea is that students do it themselves. In P4, they would draw something, 

for instance, their favorite place at school, the teacher would ask them what it was and would 

help them write the labels: “swings”, “slide”, etc.  
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In addition, when it comes to methodology, different from the regular Brazilian schools 

that use the Whole-word Method10, this international school uses the Phonics Method11. 

Consequently, in this part of the section, we intend to briefly explain how students learn to read 

and write using phonics.  

At school, during phonics instruction, the students start with the letter “M” as the book 

We are Readers by Lucy Calkins and Natalie Louis suggests, thus there is an alphabet on the 

wall of their classrooms (Figure 10), in which the teacher puts the respective collaborators’ and 

students’ names for the students to make meaningful inferences when learning. For instance, if 

someone does not know how to recognize the letter “H”, they look at the alphabet wall and see 

the name of a classmate that starts with this letter in order to write the right letter down.  

 

Figure 10 – Letters of the wall alphabet 

        
Source: Units of Study in Phonics (© 2018 by Lucy Calkins and Colleagues; Heinemann: Portsmouth, NH) 

 

In addition to books on phonics and charts with the alphabet, the students receive input 

from youtube videos for them to listen to and learn new vocabulary from A to Z. The video 

shown in Figure 11 is part of the school’s UOI called “How we organize ourselves”. Inside this 

topic, the professions are explored with the students. 

 

 

 
10 A method of reading instruction based on the idea that students should learn and use entire words without 
focusing on the phonemes that make words. Originally, it was created to help deaf children to read.  
11 Phonics involves matching the sounds of spoken English with individual letters or groups of letters while 
learning how to read (grapheme-phoneme recognition). 
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       Figure 11 – Youtube video about Community 

 

 
        Source: Bounce Patrol – Kids Songs Youtube Channel (2017) 

 

 Also, to help students remember the letter sounds, during phonics instruction, teachers 

show videos called Jolly Phonics, especially the one from the channel Jyväskylä in which some 

children dance for the students to copy their movements and associate with the sound of the 

letters (Figure 12). By showing the students the sounds and movements, teachers try to help 

students internalize the process in a fun and easier manner. For instance, the sounds of letters 

/m/ and /n/ are very similar, therefore as shown below with the letter n, teachers try to mime an 

airplane flying when moving their arms so that students understand what sound teachers are 

talking about. On the other hand, with the letter m, teachers move their hands in a circle in front 

of their belly saying hmm for the students to make a connection with someone feeling hungry 

or enjoying the food. 

 

                 Figure 42 – Jolly Phonics:             

 
            Source: Youtube: Jyväskylä – Jolly Phonics – all songs and actions (2020) 

 

 When almost all the letters and sounds of the alphabet are covered and students are more 

aware of sounds, teachers start to present some words called Snap Words. The aim is to make 

it easier for students to build sentences.  
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The words shown in Figure 13 are on a wall inside a classroom and the students also 

receive a chart containing the same snap words in order to use on their desks. This chart is for 

them to check the snap words as well as to add more words during their lessons (see Figure 14). 

The snap words are selected according to their needs. The snap words are usually articles, 

prepositions, and verbs they use the most to create their books. 

       Figure 53 – Snap Words on K5 classroom wall 

        
       Source: The author (2022). 

 

                                Figure 14 – Snap Words Chart 

 
Source: Units of Study in Phonics (© 2018 by Lucy Calkins and Colleagues; Heinemann: Portsmouth, NH) 
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When students are more proficient at writing, they start to study digraphs and also 

receive a chart with the information as shown in Figure 15 below.  

 

             Figure 15 – Blends and Digraphs 

 
Source: Units of Study in Phonics (© 2018 by Lucy Calkins and Colleagues; Heinemann: Portsmouth, NH) 

 

 During reading time, the students listen to a story told by their homeroom teacher from 

a book previously chosen, and, at other times, they have partner reading – they share a book 

with a classmate and they try to read it together, as we can see in Figure 16. 

At the beginning of the school year, most of the students only pay attention to the images 

because are not able to read yet – we say most of them because there are exceptions in which 

they can read all or most words presented in the books. On the other hand, when they are more 

proficient in the languages, more aware of the grapheme-phoneme combination, they start to 

actually read the sentences. 
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                Figure 66 – Reading Time with a Partner 

 

 
               Source: The author (2022). 

 

Moreover, in order to help the students with their phonological and phoneme awareness, 

there are some books they read inside the classrooms during Readers Workshop. Figure 17 

illustrates Jake Bakes a Cake focusing on the suffix -ake, so the students learn some words that 

end with the same sound (rhyme). In the end, there are some activities teachers can choose to 

do so students can test their knowledge. 
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             Figure 77 – Book: Jake Bakes a Cake 

 
            Source: The author (2022). 

 

Figure 18 illustrates What is for Supper?. It shows some sentences beginning in the same 

way but ending with a different word, so the students can make inferences between images and 

words while learning new vocabulary.  

                   Figure 88 – What is for Supper? 

 

                   Source: The author (2022). 
   

Lastly, Figure 19 shows the book Top Cat. It is from a collection called Phonics. Some 
target sounds are presented in each book and the goal is to help students identify those sounds 
while reading. 
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       Figure 19 – “Top Cat” 

 
       Source: The author (2022). 
 

Throughout the school year, one can perceive, that those books and activities make a 

difference in students’ development since they can learn through images and repetition of 

sounds, and the use of easy vocabulary.  

As mentioned before, Portuguese is usually kindergartners’ L1 since most of them are 

Brazilian but we also have some international students who have Portuguese as their L2 or even 

L3. In the following paragraphs, we are going to discuss Portuguese instruction in K5 groups: 

similarities and differences from English instruction. 

In terms of Portuguese instruction, the teacher presents to the students the sounds of the 

letters in Portuguese. They are mostly the same letters and presented in the same order as they 

are studying with their English teacher. However, since students are being taught how to read 

and write in a language that uses the same alphabet letters (except for y and w (in the English 

alphabet only), and ç (in the Portuguese alphabet only), the pupils, sometimes, confuse not the 

letters, but the sounds. For example, some students find it hard to identify when to use e and i 

in English/Portuguese.  

 With regards to methods and methodologies, since the beginning of the school year 

(August, 2022), the school board have been implementing new methods of teaching the students 

through the ideas presented in a book called Biliteracy from the Start by Escamilla et al., which 

explains more about simultaneous bilinguals. “For these children, traditional models of 
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sequential biliteracy, as used in many bilingual education programs, do not make any sense; 

for, as Merrill Swain pointed out in 1972, bilingualism (and not English or Spanish) is their first 

language. (ESCAMILLA et.al., 2014, p. xi). 

The book discusses paired literacy, which focuses on cross-language connections to 

make it easier for students to acquire both languages. The curriculum must have oracy, reading, 

writing, and metalanguage. Therefore, the Portuguese teachers have also started to challenge 

the students to write stories in Portuguese. The pupils received a Portuguese alphabet chart in 

which they can look for the letters by looking at the pictures, as shown in Figure 20. 

        Figure 920 – Portuguese Alphabet Chart 

 

                Source: Portuguese teacher (2022). 
 

The first lesson we observed was about Folklore because the students had already seen 

all the Lendas Folclóricas and were able to talk about them in a book made by themselves. As 
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it is possible to see in picture 21, the students started to label their drawings: one student wrote 

Iara, the mermaid, and the other wrote Lobisomem. 

            Figure 2110 – Writing in Portuguese: Lendas do Folclore 

 
           Source: The author (2022). 

 

In the following class, the goal was for students to write some sentences in Portuguese. 

They did not need to create a story but they had to tell what they already knew about the 

character they picked. The teachers helped students to write the words using the chart (Figure 

20) and told them the Portuguese sounds of each letter. Therefore, as we can see, Phonics is 

used to instruct the students both in Portuguese and English. 

Finally, we would like to state that after analyzing the books and activities used with K5 

students, we are positive that the development of phonological awareness is crucial in the 

biliteracy process. As we could see in chapter 3, reading is the act of processing text in order to 

derive meaning. To learn to read, children must develop both fluent word reading and language 

comprehension. However, to be able to comprehend what is written, students have to first be 

able to decode. Fluent word reading stems from underlying skills: phonological awareness, 

phonics and decoding, and automatic word recognition. With the use of the activities presented 

in this paper (and used at the school), we firmly believe that students are well-equipped to 

develop their reading skills to the fullest. 

In the following section, we revisit the objectives and methodology of the present paper, 

as well as our final considerations, limitations, and suggestions for future research. 
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5 FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Studies on biliteracy have gained increasing attention recently, mainly due to the 

visibility that child bilingualism and bilingual education have received in the world and also in 

Brazil in the past decade. There are several communities in the world in which children are 

growing up bilingual and literate in two or more languages (REYES, 2012), which has increased 

the need for more investigation on the topic. There is real interest in understanding how the 

development of reading and writing occurs when literacy involves more than one language, as 

well as in measuring the consequences of such experience on both cognitive and linguistic 

development in these children.  

In Brazil, the most widespread form of bilingual education is mainly anchored in the 

principles of prestige or elite bilingualism, which occurs when both languages are valued at 

school and in the community (MEGALE, 2019).  

As stated before, studies related to bilingualism and biliteracy conducted from a 

Psycholinguistics perspective in Brazil are scarce, let alone studies involving the importance of 

phonological awareness for biliteracy. Psycholinguistics of Bilingualism is an area of research 

that aims to investigate the underlying linguistic and cognitive mechanisms that make 

individuals able to learn, process, and use more than one language (AZEVEDO ET AL, 2017).  

The reason why we decided to investigate bilingual education and biliteracy was due to 

the fact that we had the chance to experience it first-hand inside the classrooms while working 

in an international school focused on biliteracy (Portuguese and English). Therefore, the 

children’s processes were discussed in section 4. Additionally, as we could perceive, there is 

still a need for research on the topic because it is a new field in Brazil, as it was possible to 

understand in chapter 3.  

With that in mind, we revisit here the objectives of the present paper. The main objective 

was to investigate the process of biliteracy in two K5 groups in an international school in Porto 

Alegre.  As for the specific objectives, we intended (1) to present an overview of bilingualism 

and bilingual education, (2) to investigate the importance of phonological awareness activities 

regarding biliteracy (Portuguese and English), and (3) to present a comparison between literacy 

in English versus literacy in Portuguese at an international school in Porto Alegre. 

We now address our research questions and try to answer them using chapters 2, 3, and 

4 as the basis for our findings. As for question (1) “What is bilingualism and bilingual 

education?” this question was answered in the second chapter. Bilingualism is the skill of being 

able to speak more than one language in various contexts. Grosjean (2013) adds that 
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bilingualism is a dynamic and interactive experience, characterized by individual and context 

factors, corroborating the idea that there is no right or defined point that we can mark as a 

transition from mono to bilingualism. In regards to bilingual education, the expression 

‘Bilingual Education’ has already been used in numerous contexts to refer to distinct 

educational models, a fact that has brought ambiguity to the term. One of the classic definitions, 

by Anderson and Boyer (1970), presents bilingual education as instruction in two languages 

and the use of these two languages as a means of instruction for some or all of the school 

curriculum. When it comes to bilingual education in Brazil, recently, the National Curriculum 

Guidelines for Multilingual Education12 were discussed and formulated (yet to be homologated) 

in order to organize and define what characterizes a bilingual school in Brazil, differentiating it 

from schools with an Extended Curriculum in Additional Language and from International 

Schools. 

As for the second question, (2) What is the importance of phonological awareness 

activities when learning to read and write in two languages?” it was answered in chapter three. 

Phonological awareness is fundamental because it facilitates the process of learning how to read 

and write. Furthermore, it is essential for reading because written words correspond to spoken 

words. Readers must have awareness of the speech sounds in order to move from a printed word 

to a spoken word (reading), or a spoken word to a written word. As seen in chapter 3, awareness 

of the sounds in spoken language is required to learn letter-sound correspondences; to blend 

sounds together to decode a word; and to "map" words into long-term sight vocabulary. 

Children who learn those skills through PA can become more proficient readers because they 

are able to connect a grapheme (letter) to a phoneme (sound) and ultimately learn how to 

“decipher” the code. Finally, concerning pedagogical implications to that matter, teachers 

teaching children how to read and write in two languages need to take into consideration that 

early phonological skills include awareness of syllables and onset-rime segments. Later, 

children develop the ability to blend and segment individual phonemes. Advanced phonemic 

awareness includes the ability to manipulate phonemes by substituting, reversing, and deleting 

phonemes and continues to develop into third grade and beyond (TEIXEIRA; AZEVEDO, 

2021). 

Lastly, for question 3 “How can we compare the processes involving literacy in English 

and Portuguese at an international school in Porto Alegre? the answer was addressed in the 

fourth chapter and was summarized in Table 6. We showed that both languages are used and 

 
12 http://portal.mec.gov.br/docman/setembro-2020-pdf/156861-pceb002-20/file 
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explicitly taught inside the classroom, however, Phonics’ activities have just started to be 

implemented in Portuguese classes, in contrast to their permanent and long-lasting use in 

English classes. In addition, it was possible to notice that English seems to be the main goal of 

the school since students have more time of instruction in English than in Portuguese inside the 

classroom. 

Regarding the limitations of this paper, apart from time constraints, we highlight that in 

order to investigate the role of phonological awareness in biliterate pupils more accurately 

students should have been tested. By applying a pre and post-test it would have been possible 

to measure students’ knowledge at the beginning of the school year and at the end of it. 

However, it was not possible to test them during this research, due to time and legal constraints.  

Consequently, for further research, we would like to put that idea into practice and turn 

the present paper into exploratory research, with actual data collection and analysis of the 

results. By doing so, we believe that we can contribute even more to this field of research. 

Finally, despite its limitations, we believe our paper provides an important contribution 

to a better understanding of bilingual children’s reading and writing development in L1 and L2 

and the role of phonological awareness activities in the context of prestige bilingual education 

in Porto Alegre. 
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