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Introduction 

The recent and intensified implementation of early foreign language education in 
European policies shows how multilingual competence has become increasingly im-
portant in a globalised world: 

Language competencies are part of the core of skills that every citizen needs for training, em-
ployment, cultural exchange and personal fulfilment … It is a priority for Member States to en-
sure that language learning in kindergarten and primary school is effective, for it is here that 
key attitudes towards other languages and cultures are formed, and the foundations for later 
language learning are laid, … in particular by teaching at least two foreign languages from a 
very early age.1 

Early bilingual programmes are one of the most successful options to address the need 
for early foreign language education. However, compared to research in primary and 
secondary schools, there are very few systematic large-scale studies on very young 
learners at the preschool level. 

The two volumes of this publication aim to fill this gap in the current research debate. 
They provide an insight into research studies which were carried out in eleven differ-
ent bilingual preschools across Europe. The studies derive from a multilateral EU 
Comenius project carried out in Germany, Belgium, Sweden and England between 
2008 and 2010. The ELIAS project (Early Language and Intercultural Acquisition 
Studies) comprises eighteen partners including academic and educational institutions, 
preschools, as well as the Magdeburg Zoological Garden in Germany. Under the lead 
management of Otto von Guericke University Magdeburg, every bilingual preschool 
in the project has been monitored by researchers over the last two years. The studies 
cover first and second language acquisition2 of the children, the language input of the 
preschool teachers3 who provide the input in the second language (L2) to the children, 
as well as intercultural education and bilingual environmental education ("green im-
mersion") at the zoo preschool in Magdeburg. 

More than 400 children and over 20 L2 preschool teachers participated in the ELIAS 
studies. To our knowledge, the project represents the largest longitudinal study in 
European preschools to date. The research team combined qualitative and quantitative 
approaches. Field observations and data elicitation were carried out by participant ob-
servers who took part in the daily preschool routines once a week over a span of two 
years between 2008 and 2010. Where possible, the team used existing data elicitation 
procedures. However, due to the special focus on very young learners not all required 
                                                 
1 European Commission: Promoting Language Learning and Linguistic Diversity: An Action Plan 

2004 – 2006 (p. 8), emphases added. 
2 The terms 'second language' and 'foreign language' are used interchangeably throughout the book. 
3 Due to the vast differences in preschool terminology throughout Europe, educators and other 

pedagogical staff in the preschools is referred to as 'preschool teachers,' independent of the peda-
gogical approach used in the respective institution. 
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tools were available on the market. Thus, an observation checklist for the input of the 
L2 teachers, a score for the intensity of the L2 input, a comprehension test for gram-
matical phenomena, a field guide for the observation of intercultural encounters, and 
an observation tool for green immersion were developed by the research group. They 
represent an innovation to systematic data elicitation at preschool level. 

Volume I presents the results of the different research studies in detail. It has a strong 
theoretical and empirical focus and is aimed at the research community in the fields of 
first and second language acquisition, intercultural communication, environmental 
education and foreign language teaching. The volume begins with a study on the L2 
teachers' input and its relation to the results of the test results by Martina Weitz and 
her team. The data were elicited with a newly developed ELIAS observation tool, the 
IQOS (Input Quality Observation Scheme). In the following four chapters, the results 
of the language studies are presented, starting with Andreas Rohde's paper on L2 lexi-
cal comprehension based on the standardised and readily available BPVS II (British 
Picture Vocabulary Scale II), and Steinlen et al.'s paper on the comprehension of L2 
grammatical phenomena based on the ELIAS L2 grammar comprehension test. Chris-
tina Schelletter & Rachel Ramsey's chapter includes comparison data of monolingual 
and bilingual speakers in England on both comprehension tests. Steinlen et al. then go 
on to describe the children's first language acquisition in the German project pre-
schools, which is based on the standardised SETK test. Kersten et al. introduce a new 
angle to the preschool studies, describing the intercultural encounters observed in bi-
lingual preschools between children of various cultural backgrounds, and between 
children and their non-native teachers who provide the L2 input in each programme. 
This paper develops categories of ICC observation, which present a new step in the 
research on intercultural behaviour of very young children. The following two chapters 
by Shannon Thomas and Inge Strunz & Shannon Thomas focus on research in the zoo 
preschool. Thomas identifies stages of development in the L2 encounters with nature 
and animals while Strunz & Thomas include the perspective of parents and teachers on 
the reactions of the children at the zoo preschool. Volume I concludes with a presenta-
tion of the profiles of each project preschool. Insa Wipperman & Christine Tiefenthal 
take various factors into account which constitute the unique structure of each pro-
gramme and which help understand the multifaceted nature of preschools that the re-
search studies were faced with. This final chapter may serve as a detailed reference 
point for the data presented in the preceding sections. 

Volume II, on the other hand, contains a description of best practices in various differ-
ent bilingual preschool programmes as well as background information on important 
preschool-related topics, which was derived from teacher training units developed in 
the ELIAS framework. It is of interest for practitioners, teachers and other educational 
staff, parents, politicians and researchers alike. The volume starts out with Henning 
Wode's introduction to bilingual preschools on the European level, which gives an ex-
ample of a successful model of bilingual immersion education from preschool to high 
school in Kiel, Germany. The second chapter summarises the most important research 


