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Abstract 

The article presents a study on the influence of second language acquisition and familial back-
ground on language proficiency in a school-based register. Based on a sample of ninth-graders 
attending a German Hauptschule1, the relationship of academic and everyday vocabulary in writ-
ten language is examined by means of t-tests and regression analyses. Results indicate a consider-
able impact of both home-literacy environment and second language acquisition on the use of 
academic vocabulary. However, no influence of these factors on the use of everyday vocabulary 
in writing was found. This suggests the expansion of the concept of ‘concealed language difficul-
ties’ (Knapp, 1999) of pupils acquiring the language of instruction as a second language, since an 
imbalance of everyday and academic language proficiency can affect monolingual pupils as well. 
Implications for practice concern language assessment and support, as a need for specific promo-
tion of the academic register is not solely tied to second language acquisition. 

1. Introduction 

Recent discussions within German educational sciences concern origin- and lan-
guage-related effects on educational success (Baumert, Stanat & Watermann, 2006) 
as well as assessment and support of academic language proficiency, in particular 
with regard to pupils learning German as a second language (Gogolin et al., 2011; 
Redder et al., 2011). Research on the structure of (bilingual) language proficiency, 
on the one hand, and the language demands of school, on the other, is tied to the 
aforementioned issues, as support of academic language proficiency is intended to 
contribute to equal opportunities in education. These issues are taken up in the fol-
lowing sections by reference to the concept of ‘concealed language difficulties’. 
This term was originally introduced by Knapp (1999) in order to call attention to 
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specific problems of pupils acquiring the language of instruction as a second lan-
guage. The concept assumes that these pupils admittedly show a fluent competence 
in oral communication, but lack competence in more complex aspects of vocabu-
lary and grammar. According to Knapp, children use certain avoidance strategies in 
order to conceal their language difficulties. Thus, teachers often fail to make a suit-
able language assessment as a basis for an adequate language support. The present 
study is designed to examine the notion of concealed language difficulties in sec-
ondary education and in written language by investigating a possible imbalance 
between everyday and academic language proficiency. The hypothesis of concealed 
language difficulties is tested not only with regard to second language acquisition 
but also taking into account pupils’ home-literacy environment. 

For this purpose, the present status of research with respect to academic lan-
guage and academic language proficiency, as well as to social origin-related dispar-
ities in the German education system will be discussed before the research ques-
tions are stated and results presented and discussed. 

2. Academic language and academic language proficiency 

Academic language has to be distinguished into features of the linguistic register 
and features of individual language proficiency (Snow & Uccelli, 2008). Linguis-
tics can be seen as the discipline, which describes the register or the language de-
mands of school. The (psychometric) reconstruction of academic language profi-
ciency, however, is of special interest also in the pedagogical context whenever 
both individual analyses of pupils and support in language development are con-
cerned. 

Encompassing descriptions of linguistic features of school-based registers have 
been conducted mainly for the English language, in particular by supporters of the 
systemic functional grammar approach (Schleppegrell, 2001, 2004; Halliday & 
Martin, 1993; see also Bailey, 2007). With respect to German, a need of further 
research can be noted as the relationship between educational success, second lan-
guage acquisition, familial background, and academic language proficiency has 
only been uncovered recently through data of large-scale assessments initiated by 
the first PISA-Study. Only a few studies so far characterise school-specific linguis-
tic features of institutional communication in the German language (Gogolin et al., 
2011; Gogolin, Neumann & Roth, 2007; Gogolin & Roth, 2007; Ortner, 2009; 
Becker-Mrotzek & Vogt, 2009). The current state of research with respect to fea-
tures of school-based registers in German has been recently summarised by Gante-
fort (in press), who identifies three main characteristics:  
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1) Academic language refers to complex facts and circumstances as subject matter 
in schooling (Portmann-Tseikas & Schmölzer-Eibinger, 2008).  

2) The occurrence of complex grammatical and lexical means corresponds to con-
tent-related complexity. These means comprise, e.g., passive voice, subjunctive, 
compound nouns and complex nominal phrases.  

3) The situational context of communication influences both the choice of lexical 
items and grammatical structures as well as the organisational structure of writ-
ten or oral language use. Thus, with regard to vocabulary, the choice of words is 
characterised by technical terms as well as genre-specific or generally elaborat-
ed expressions. The organisational structure of school-based language use is 
characterized by typical text types or discourse structures occurring in class-
room communication such as narration, report, argumentation, or instruction. 
Each of these text types reveals a specific structure corresponding to a particular 
communicative purpose (Schleppegrell, 2001).  

Performance in school-specific communication depends on subject-related knowl-
edge and individual language proficiency. Cummins (1980) introduced the distinc-
tion between ‘basic interactive communicative skills’ (BICS) and ‘cognitive aca-
demic language proficiency’ (CALP), the latter being relevant in decontextualised 
and cognitively demanding contexts of language use. Correspondingly, he designed 
a multilingual model of language proficiency (‘double iceberg’; Cummins, 1980, 
p. 87), which emphasises his assumption of a ‘common underlying proficiency’ 
commanding performance in academic language use in bilingual pupils’ languages. 
Following Cummins, components of academic language proficiency, which are part 
of the common underlying proficiency, can be transferred to performance in second 
language insofar as acquisition in first language has occurred. This model of lan-
guage competence has been modified by Francis (2000). He proposes a modular 
approach on language proficiency and therefore a more selective distinction be-
tween being proficient in a certain language and having command over ‘higher or-
der skills’, as emphasised in the following quotation: 

We could compare the abilities of two bilingual high school students in a hypothetical 
tenth grade dual language immersion class, both of whom arrived from their native coun-
try three years ago, but from very different kinds of educational system. Student A demon-
strates exceptionally high levels of mastery in tasks related to academic-type discourse 
ability. For example, in his second language (L2) he can produce, coherently and skill-
fully, a complex narrative with multiple characters and embedded story lines; but at the 
sentence level it is evident that his knowledge of the L2 grammar is rudimentary. Compar-
ing this same ability in Student B’s first language (L1), exactly the converse profile is ap-
parent: flawless grammar and rudimentary mastery of narrative ability (Francis, 2008,  
p. 106–107).  
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Francis’ model of bilingual language proficiency (figure 1; Francis, 2000, p. 176; 
see also Francis, 2005, p. 783) shows the skills in both languages, which are ‘lin-
guistically’ (in the narrow sense: grammar, lexicon, phonetics and orthography) 
represented by the two triangles, while ‘non-linguistic’ higher order skills such as 
“core discourse competencies, text comprehension proficiencies, formal schemata, 
and organizational skills“ (Francis, 2000, p. 177), which are part of the common 
underlying proficiency, are represented by the box.  
 
Figure 1: Model of bilingual language proficiency (Francis, 2000, p. 176) 

L1 L2

Common Underlying Proficiency –
Central Operating System

 
 
Since the linguistic distance between languages varies, the term ‘transfer’ concerns 
the materialisation of first language grammatical structures or lexical items in the 
second language in a positive or negative manner, as visualised by the intersection 
of the both triangles. Components of the common underlying proficiency, however, 
are not transferred but ‘accessed’ in the medium of either first or second language, 
possibly limited by rudimentary linguistic skills in the second language.2 With re-
gard to the opposition of academic and everyday language proficiency, the ap-
proach held here is that both sorts of proficiency rely on the ‘linguistic’ module as 
well as the common underlying proficiency: Performance in academic, school-
based registers depends on the availability of technical terms and complex gram-
matical structures as well as higher order skills like a formal schema for narration. 
Inversely, everyday communication demands particular grammatical structures and 
lexical items (linguistic module) but also capabilities that are not linguistic in the 
narrow sense, like being proficient in turn-taking mechanisms (common underlying 
proficiency). The present study investigates lexical knowledge, hence the linguistic 
module with respect to academic and everyday language proficiency. 
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3. Disparities in the German educational system 

The German educational system is characterised by a variety of school types. After 
grade four or grade six, pupils are separated into three main types of secondary  
education, which are intended to correspond to their cognitive and academic abili-
ties (see Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2010, p. x). The Hauptschule 
constitutes the school type with the lowest demands in opposition to Realschule 
and Gymnasium, the latter providing access to university education. Depending on 
federal state laws, the transition from primary education to secondary education  
is subject to parents’ will or a recommendation provided by the primary school 
(Füssel, Gresch, Baumert & Maaz, 2010). Pupils with special needs are – for the 
larger part – segregated from their peers and instructed in special institutions of ed-
ucation. In the course of the current debate about inclusion in Germany, there is 
nonetheless a clear trend towards an increased integration of pupils with special 
needs into mainstream education.   

As recent general statistics, studies on the transition after grade four, and large-
scale assessments of school-based competencies have shown, disparities in educa-
tion can mainly be reconstructed alongside two main axes of diversity: Language 
and familial background. Thus, pupils acquiring German as a second language as 
well as pupils with a low socioeconomic status are overrepresented in the lower 
school types (Hauptschule and schools for special education, see Autorengruppe 
Bildungsberichterstattung, 2010, pp. 65–66). Recent studies have shed light on the 
question whether these inequalities are based on pupils’ school achievement (pri-
mary effects) or can be reconstructed as a manifestation of divergent parental aspi-
rations, or even as a consequence of institutional discrimination (secondary effects; 
see Boudon, 1974). Following these studies, participation of immigrant pupils in 
one school type mainly depends on their school achievements and therefore consti-
tutes a negative primary effect, whereas pupils’ social background reveals both a 
negative primary and a negative secondary effect on the transition to secondary  
education (Dollmann, 2010; Gresch & Becker, 2010; Maaz & Nagy, 2010). 

The acquisition of school-based competencies is mostly investigated on the ba-
sis of reading proficiency, which is a relevant aspect of academic language profi-
ciency. Stanat, Rauch and Segeritz (2010) have shown that immigrant status (and 
hence second language acquisition), a low socioeconomic status, low cultural re-
sources and a low level of German language use at home bear significant negative 
effects on reading proficiency of ninth-graders as measured in the current PISA-
study. Writing, however, is rarely focused on in empirical educational research. 
Particularly, proficiency in written language is not analysed as a distinct dependent 
variable with respect to the influence of second language acquisition and familial 
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background but rather as component of aggregate scores measuring proficiency in 
the subject ‘German’ (Lehmann, Gänsfuß & Husfeldt, 2011; Hesse, Göbel & Har-
tig, 2008; Rolff, Leucht & Rösner, 2008). Nevertheless these studies confirm the 
influence of second language acquisition and familial background variables on 
German proficiency as well. This can be shown to be also true for the subgroup of 
pupils attending a Hauptschule on the basis of the DESI-Data (Hesse, Göbel & 
Hartig, 2008, p. 213).  

To sum up, there is evidence that both pupils’ acquisition of school-based lin-
guistic skills and, linked with it, their educational participation are influenced by 
type of language acquisition and familial context variables which comprise socio-
economic status and literacy-related cultural resources. However, the idea of con-
cealed language difficulties was brought into discussion only with regard to pupils 
acquiring the language of instruction as a second language (Knapp, 1999). Studies 
investigating the influence of second language acquisition and familial background 
on performance in both everyday- and school-based registers are rare (Eckhardt, 
2008). Thus, the present study addresses the following research questions: 

 Is it possible to identify features of ‘concealed language difficulties’ for immi-
grant pupils based on the collected data? If this assumption is true, the data will 
show significant differences in academic language proficiency between pupils 
acquiring German as a second language and those who acquire German as a first 
language. However, ideally there should be no differences between the groups 
with respect to everyday language proficiency.   

 Is the notion of ‘concealed language difficulties’ true also for pupils with a low 
level of ‘home literacy’? As variables measuring familial background factors 
such as home literacy environment or socioeconomic status show a consistent 
influence on the acquisition of school based competencies in earlier research, an 
occurrence of ‘concealed language difficulties’ related to familial background 
can be expected. The imbalance of academic and everyday vocabulary in writ-
ing should be measurable even after controlling for type of language acquisition.  

4. Sample 

Data was collected during the evaluation3 of a programme, which provided addi-
tional courses to pupils of the school type ‘Hauptschule’. These courses aimed at 
improving academic language proficiency mainly of immigrant pupils from grade 
five to grade ten and were funded by a German public authority. In order to identify 
treatment effects, a pre-post control group design was chosen with the attendees’ 
fellow pupils constituting the control group. Although the present sample consists 
of the treatment group as well as the control group, treatment effects in the depend-
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ent variables can be excluded since the data were collected at the onset of the 
courses. 

For the present study, 71 ninth-graders who had not refused to accomplish the 
writing task and either learned German as their first language (N = 42) or as a sec-
ond language (N = 29) were chosen. Pupils who acquired two languages at the 
same time in their families were excluded from the sample. Of these 71 adoles-
cents, 42 are female and 29 are male. With respect to immigrant status, 35 partici-
pants are natives, 12 belong to second generation and further 18 belong to first gen-
eration. The mean socioeconomic status, measured by means of the HISEI-Index 
(Ganzeboom, Graaf, Treiman & Leeuw, 1992), is 39.12 (SD = 12.54), which is 
considerably different from the representative mean of this measure found in the 
latest PISA-Study (50.8; see Stanat, Rauch & Segeritz, 2010, p. 210), and confirms 
social segregation in German secondary education.  

5. Materials and method 

The participants performed a writing task and filled in a background questionnaire 
in their classrooms and were instructed and supervised by the staff of the Universi-
ty of Cologne. A period of 90 minutes was provided to finish the writing task and 
the questionnaire.  

The task environment of the writing stimulus was a fictional employment ad of 
a mobile communications company searching for a trainee. The pupils had to write 
a letter of application and an instruction for use as a fictive work sample. The latter 
had to be written on the basis of a series of pictures illustrating how to install a chip 
card into a mobile phone. The present study is based solely on the instructional 
texts written by the pupils. 

The questionnaire was designed to gather information about the pupils’ familial 
background including language practices and literacy related activities. Further-
more, the pupils’ attitudes towards school and learning were inquired.  

6. Measures 

Based on Francis’ model of bilingual language proficiency, academic and everyday 
language proficiency as dependent variables were operationalised concerning the 
‘linguistic’ module of language proficiency. This was done by an analysis of the 
vocabulary in the written texts. Nouns, adjectives and verbs were allocated to the 
following categories: 
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 Technical vocabulary: All lexemes referring adequately to technical aspects of 
mobile phones like ‘Gerät’ [device]; ‘Pluspol’ [positive pole] or ‘Kontaktdraht’ 
[contact wire]. 

 Text-type-specific vocabulary: All lexemes taking the instructional context of 
the writing task into account like ‘öffnen’ [to open], ‘einlegen’ [to insert] or 
‘schließen’ [to close]. 

 Elevated vocabulary: All lexemes which were not text-type-specific or technical 
but indicated an elaborate way of language use such as ‘besitzen’ [to possess] in 
contrast to ‘haben’ [to have got] or ‘sich befinden’ [to be located] in contrast to 
‘sein’ [to be]. 

 Common vocabulary: All lexemes, which were neither technical, text-type-
specific, elevated, nor colloquial such as ‘Deckel’ [lid], ‘Seite’ [side] or 
‘Klappe’ [cap]. 

 Colloquial vocabulary: All lexemes specific of (oral and imprecise) everyday 
language use such as ‘drauflegen’, ‘draufmachen’ or ‘Handydeckel’. 

The measure for academic language proficiency was computed by the addition of 
the types of all technical, text-type-specific and elevated lexemes. Table 1 shows 
the measures’ descriptive statistics. 
 
Table 1: Descriptive statistics for academic vocabulary (N = 71) 

 M SD Max Min 

Academic vocabulary 10.68 4.48 21 3 

 
The measure for everyday language proficiency consists of the sum (types) of all 
common and colloquial lexemes. Table 2 shows the measures’ descriptive statis-
tics. 
 
Table 2: Descriptive statistics for everyday vocabulary (N = 71) 

 M SD Max Min 

Everyday vocabulary 10.18 4.19 22 2 

 
Type of language acquisition and home literacy constitute the independent varia-
bles in the present study and were both included in the questionnaire.  

With respect to language acquisition, the participants were asked whether they 
learned only German, German and another language or only another language as 
first language in their families. As mentioned earlier, pupils who learned more than 
one language as first language were excluded from analysis. 
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The measure for home literacy is an aggregate score relying on five four-staged 
items of the questionnaire and indicating process features of cultural resources 
(McElvany, Becker & Lüdtke, 2009). The total number of books per household was 
originally taken into account by a 6-staged item which was reduced to the follow-
ing four stages: 

1 = 0–10 books 
2 = 10–50 books 
3 = 50–100 books 
4 = 100–1,000 books 

Further processual aspects were operationalised with two sets of items. The first set 
had to be answered by choosing between ‘I agree (4)’, ‘I rather agree (3)’, ‘I rather 
disagree (2)’ and ‘I disagree’ (1): 

 ‘Ich verbringe meine Freizeit gerne mit Lesen.’ [‘I like to spend my leisure time 
reading.’] 

 ‘Lesen ist bei mir zu Hause eine wichtige Aktivität‘. [‘Reading is an important 
activity at my home.’] 

The participants could respond to the following second set of items by means of the 
options ‘everyday or nearly every day’, ‘1–2 times per week’, ‘1–2 times per 
month’, and ‘never or almost never’ and were asked ‘Wie oft liest Du zu Hause ...’ 
[‘How often do you read at home ...’]. 

 ... deutsche Literatur? [... German literature?] 
 ... Literatur in anderen Sprachen? [... Literature in other languages?] 

The aggregate measure for home literacy environment was computed by arithmetic 
averaging (table 3). The measure proved as one-dimensional and shows a sufficient 
amount of reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha = .747).  
 
Table 3: Descriptive statistics for ‘home literacy’ 

 M SD Max Min 

Home literacy 1.85 .66 3.60 1.00 

 

7. Results 

As a first step, and in order to rule out a possible mismatch between academic and 
everyday language proficiency, the mean scores of pupils with first and second lan-
guage acquisition of German and pupils with a high and low level of home literacy 
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are compared. In a second step, the results of these bivariate analyses are comple-
mented by multiple regressions with the dependent variables. 

Table 4 shows the means of academic and everyday vocabulary by type of lan-
guage acquisition. 
 
Table 4: Academic and everyday language proficiency by type of language ac-

quisition 

 Type of language acquisition 

First language acquisition German Second language acquisition German 

M SD Max Min M SD Max Min 

Academic vocabulary 11.60 4.71 21.00 3.00   9.34 3.82 19.00 3.00 

Everyday vocabulary   9.83 4.43 22.00 2.00 10.69 3.85 19.00 2.00 

 
Pupils having learned German as their first language reveal a higher score in their 
mean academic vocabulary than pupils acquiring German as their second language, 
whereas the differences between the groups are small with respect to everyday vo-
cabulary. In order to test the hypothesis of concealed language difficulties of pupils 
learning German as a second language, t-tests for independent samples were con-
ducted. The tests reveal a significant effect for academic vocabulary (t (69) = 
2.132; p < .05). However, the measure for everyday language proficiency revealed 
no significant effects. Effect sizes (Cohen’s d) underline the differential pattern 
with a medium effect between the groups in academic vocabulary (d = .47) and a 
small effect in everyday vocabulary (d = .03). 

For a comparison between groups as regards home literacy environment, the  
total sample was divided into two groups of high and low levels of home literacy 
after the scores’ median (Mdn = 1.6; table 5).  
 
Table 5: Academic and everyday language proficiency by level of home litera-

cy environment 

 Level of home literacy environment 

Low High 

M SD Max Min M SD Max Min 

Academic vocabulary 9.95 4.23 19 3 11.47 4.67 21 4 

Everyday vocabulary 9.92 3.94 17 2 10.47 4.49 22 2 

 
Levels of home literacy show a pattern similar to the type of language acquisition: 
The differences between the groups are more noticeable in academic vocabulary 
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than in everyday vocabulary. However, t-tests reveal no significant differences in 
academic and everyday vocabulary between pupils with rich and poor home litera-
cy environments, respectively. Despite the non-significant contrast, effect sizes 
(academic vocabulary: d = .26; everyday vocabulary: d = .06) probably indicate 
that concealed language difficulties concern pupils with a poor home literacy envi-
ronment as well. 

As the factors ‘second language acquisition’ and ‘cultural resources’ proved to 
be mixed up in earlier research, multiple regression analyses were conducted in or-
der to identify the factors’ separate influence on academic and everyday vocabu-
lary. For this purpose, the type of language acquisition was recoded into two dum-
my variables. Table 6 shows the summary of a stepwise regression with academic 
vocabulary as dependent variable. 
 
Table 6: Summary of multiple stepwise regression for measures predicting  

academic vocabulary 

Step B SE(B) β 

1 (Constant) 9.345   .812  

First language 

acquisition German 
2.250 1.055 .249* 

2 (Constant) 5.676 1.717  

First language 

acquisition German 
2.645 1.034 .292* 

Home literacy 1.853   .772 .274* 

R² = .062, F(1, 69) = 4.546, p < .05 for step 1; 
∆ R² = .073, F(2, 68) = 5.315, p < .01 for step 2 * p < .05. 

 
The regression analysis reveals a significant influence of both variables on academ-
ic vocabulary. First language acquisition of German is accompanied – as could be 
expected from the bivariate analysis – by a higher frequency of academic vocabu-
lary of about half a standard deviation. The second model proves the level of home 
literacy as a predictor for academic language proficiency as well by bearing a posi-
tive effect on the dependent variable. Taking the standardized coefficients and co-
efficients of determination into account, the impact of home literacy on the use of 
academic vocabulary in writing is comparable to the impact of the type of language 
acquisition. Considering the increasing standardized coefficients of ‘first language 
acquisition German’ from step one to step two, it should be noted that pupils with 
German as their first language do not differ significantly from pupils acquiring 
German as their second language with respect to home literacy environment in the 
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present sample. This ‘non-confoundedness’ can be ascribed to the fact that the 
sample is biased as it consists solely of pupils attending the lowest school type 
‘Hauptschule’. Additional correlation analyses within the two groups of type of 
language acquisition reveal a differential pattern concerning the relationship be-
tween home literacy and the use of academic vocabulary: Whereas the variables are 
significantly correlated in the group of monolingual German pupils (r (40) = .334, 
p < .05), the association is considerable weaker with respect to pupils acquiring 
German as their second language (r (27) = .178, n.s.).  

A second regression analysis was conducted to test the hypothesis of language 
acquisition and home literacy environment bearing no effect on everyday vocabu-
lary in writing. The result of this regression analysis indicates that the two predic-
tors explain only 1.7 % of the variance. It was found that none of the predictors has 
a significant influence on the dependent variable. 

8. Discussion and conclusion 

The results of this study generally confirm earlier findings on disparities within the 
German educational system: The degree of school-based competencies (use of aca-
demic vocabulary in writing) depends on the type of language acquisition and, in 
particular with regard to monolingual pupils, literacy-related cultural resources. In 
the present sample of pupils attending the German Hauptschule, this interrelation is 
apparent although the pupils have been ‘pre-selected’ or ‘homogenised’ by the edu-
cational system as far as cultural resources and immigrant status are concerned.  

The distinction between academic and everyday language proficiency allows 
further insights and implications: An imbalance of academic and everyday lan-
guage proficiency (concealed language difficulties) was found for pupils who ini-
tially learned another language than German in their families and (monolingual) 
pupils with a poor home literacy environment. These findings differ from those of 
Eckhardt (2008). Based on a sample of pupils attending elementary education, she 
also found a discrepancy between school-based and everyday-based language pro-
ficiency in bilingual pupils. However, the imbalance was no longer apparent after 
controlling for familial background (ibid., p. 208). This contrast may be ascribed to 
different operationalisation of ‘type of language acquisition’, since Eckhardt con-
trasted academic and everyday language skills of pupils having learned exclusively 
German with those having learned another language than German or German and 
another language simultaneously (ibid., pp. 97–98). Hence, concealed language 
difficulties related to the type of language acquisition may concern primarily first 
generation pupils or those having not attended a preschool. Eckhardt argues that a 
mismatch of competencies among immigrant pupils may manifest itself not yet in 
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primary education but later in secondary education as language demands in school 
increase. This is in accordance with the results of the present study. 

Implications for practice concern mainly aspects of individual needs analysis 
and teachers’ assessment competence, respectively. Instructing pupils explicitly in 
school-specific language use is a broadly agreed strategy to reduce disparities and 
unequal opportunities in the educational system (Gogolin et al., 2011). Individual 
assessment in (academic) language proficiency can be seen as a necessary prerequi-
site for the intended institutional mediation of linguistic education as cultural capi-
tal, which is typically acquired or transmitted in the familial context (Bourdieu, 
1990). Taking account of literacy-related concealed language difficulties of mono-
lingual pupils, language assessment should identify an imbalance between every-
day and school-based language proficiency in monolingual pupils as well. Hence, 
language promotion needs are not solely tied to second language acquisition. 

Following Francis’ model of bilingual language proficiency (figure 1), the pre-
sent analyses focused on the ‘linguistic module’ of academic language proficiency 
in second language only. With respect to the assessment of components of language 
proficiency located in the common underlying proficiency, a converse situation of 
concealed language difficulties is conceivable: Such ‘concealed language compe-
tencies’ concern strategies of language use or higher order skills, respectively, 
which were acquired in first language and might not be detectable in a second lan-
guage assessment. In this case, the rudimentary level in second language limits per-
formance in – for example – written or oral narratives. This brings up the question 
whether the overrepresentation of pupils acquiring German as a second language in 
‘Hauptschule’ and schools for special education might be an effect of a monolin-
gual approach in diagnostics: To the extent that competence in first language is not 
taken into account, assessments concerning the pupils’ future educational path are 
at risk of being biased. Further research is needed here since sufficient data ex-
plaining the mechanisms of the transition to schools for special education are not 
yet available (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2010, p. 72). 

Finally, the influence of home literacy environment on performance in academic 
language highlights the opportunities of family literacy programmes to contribute 
to a fairer educational system. 

Future research based on larger, representative samples is necessary to further 
investigate the influence of type of language acquisition and familial background 
on the relationship between academic and everyday language proficiency. 
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Notes
 

1. Hauptschule is a type of school in Germany with the lowest academic demands within lower 
secondary education (from the 5th to the 9th or 10th grades). While each pupil can attend a 
Hauptschule, relatively good marks are needed to be able to attend a Gymnasium. 

2. The possibility of different textual structures or discourse traditions in the two languages 
(Connor, 1999) is not taken into account by the model.  

3. The project leadership was held by Hans-Joachim Roth and Lisa Rosen (University of  
Cologne).  
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