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The Ecology of Pre-primary Foreign Language Learning by Joanna Rokita-
Jaskow, Associate Professor of Applied Linguistics, is the first book on very
early language learning in the Early Language Learning in School Context se-
ries (edited by J. Enever and A. Pinter) published by Multilingual Matters/
Channel View Publications Ltd. It is a well-written and much needed mon-
ograph conceptualized as a survey of up-to-date research into pre-primary
foreign language (FL) education. It contributes to the understanding of dif-
ferent stakeholders and their roles for the processes and outcomes of learn-
ing a FL by very young learners, i.e., children who start learning a FL before
compulsory school entry.

The introductory chapter consists of a brief reminder of seminal pub-
lications about very early FL learning. It then clearly explains the theoretical
underpinnings for a holistic approach and state-of-the-art survey of relevant
research the book aims to offer. The author framed the book within two
overarching and complementing theories: van Lier’s ecological approach to
language and language education (van Lier, 2004, 2010), and Bronfenbren-
ner’s ecological systems theory of an individual’'s development (Bronfen-
brenner, 1979). In the chapters that follow, the author successfully paints
a comprehensive picture of the ecology of very young FL learners in low-
input environments, typically characterized by various social agents and
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sociopolitical contexts. Through the ecological lens, the author examines dif-
ferent nested systems in the child’s environment (including their flourishing
biosystem) and shows how language development is impacted by the dif-
ferent systems. The author puts a special emphasis on the concept of agen-
cy, which serves as “the driving force that stands behind the motivation to
strive” (p. 5) and typically brings the learner closer to their goal. In each
chapter, the author brings us closer to answering the question imposed from
the onset of the book: are very young FL learners capable of such agency?
Prof. Rokita-Jaskow concludes that FL learners’ agency “seems to be least
visible and activated” (p. 138). Next, it follows that very young learners are
mainly recipients of others’ agentic behaviours in a low-input, instructional
FL learning setting. Finally, the author argues convincingly that its success is
the outcome of agentic actions of “all actors involved in the process except
for the children’s” (p. 139).

The first chapter describes the child’s biosystem and concentrates
on the cognitive predispositions for language acquisition. It details first
language development as a frame of reference for subsequent learning of
language(s) in early childhood, as well as the cognitive limitations of the
very young child. The chapter continues as an invaluable source of research-
based knowledge about the development of very early learners’ communica-
tive abilities, and of insights into the role of metalinguistic awareness, execu-
tive functions, working memory and aptitude in the process of very early FL
learning. Towards the end of this chapter the author concludes that the lack
of child agency in low-input situations points towards other agents in the
educational ecology bringing pre-primary FL learning into action.

In the chapter that follows, the author writes about how the edu-
cational institution in which FL learning takes place is a very important
agent in the educational ecology of the child that operates at the micro
level (in line with the Bronfennbrener’s ecological systems theory). On the
basis of relevant research conducted worldwide, and following van Lier’s
proposition about the importance of quality of educational opportunities
and experience, the author carefully analyzes the quality of instruction of-
fered to very young FL learners and its various features. Special emphasis is
given to research on teacher competences (e.g., the quality of teacher lan-
guage) and the use of age-appropriate methodology, as evidence points to
their significance for the (quality of) learning experience and attainment of
very young FL learners. The chapter concludes with the notion that teach-
er agency matters more than children’s agency in low-input FL learning situ-
ations.

Proximal and distal characteristics of the family environment make up
the FL learning child’s mesosystem, which is discussed in chapter three. It
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depicts how very young learner’s parents can manifest different roles and
behaviours in an effort to ensure access to educational resources, quality
instruction and opportunities for intercultural encounters in the FL of inter-
est, most notably, English as a foreign language. In the long run these op-
portunities are believed to raise their child’s professional prospects on the
world/global market. Again, towards the end of the chapter, the author re-
turns to questions of agency. The survey of research into the interactions be-
tween family factors (e.g., parental aspirations, FL proficiency, level of educa-
tion, etc.) and very young learners’ FL achievement, conducted in different
parts of the world, indisputably leads to the conclusion that parental agency
in early FL education has high importance.

Chapter four is about the exosystem in very young FL learners’ lan-
guage ecology. Here, the author focuses on the affordances of different
linguistic landscapes and the value and status of FL learning in the world
in which globalization, Englishisation and neoliberalism emerge as the forces
behind very early FL education. Hence, the reader is thoroughly informed
about the trends of privatization of the educational market and competi-
tiveness between individuals, which are already found at the earliest levels
of education systems. The author further shows how the agency of the lin-
guistic landscape contributes to the promotion of particular languages and
language practices, both in the natural and digital world, and especially so
in the case of ‘English frenzy’ or ‘English fever’.

The macrosystem of the child’s FL ecology subsumes early language
learning policy and planning. A brief outline of the history and current status
of the European FL learning policy and beyond is provided in chapter five.
This is complemented by related research that unveils problems with policy
and its implementation, namely, equity and equality in FL education. By ex-
amining agents (institutions and individuals) behind top-down governmental
decisions and bottom-up initiatives, the author shows that the interest of the
child and their growth are hardly ever at the heart of these decisions. They
are more dependent on the agency of stakeholders, whereas the opinions of
experts in the field of early instructed second language acquisition and ap-
plied linguistics are “rarely taken into account” (p. 122).

Chapter six is about time and its role in the FL learning process, i.e.,
about two milestones in the very young FL learner’s development: joining
an FL class and the transition to primary education. The review of available
research in neurolinguistics and FL classrooms provides arguments for and
against a very early start, and the author highlights problems related to tran-
sition and continuity once the very young FL learner enters primary educa-
tion. The author suggests that the point at which FL instruction starts can be
seen as “a trigger to agentic behaviours of other agents in the ecosystem”
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(p. 133) aimed to ensure high-quality FL learning experience over time. Such
a view brings the concept of agency into a relationship with its temporal and
dynamic dimension.

In the book’s concluding remarks, the author reviews the key findings
emerging from the research presented. As the findings have been previously
discussed with the principles of van Lier’s and Bronfenbrenner’s theories
in mind, the author offers a graphical presentation and a summary of very
early FL learning through the ecological lens. For the time being, the au-
thor finds the long-term effects of very early FL contact in low-input con-
texts “only speculative” (p. 140). She sides with those who call for compara-
tive international studies to investigate FL learning outcomes as a subject of
environmental factors (e.g., Nikolov & Lugossy, 2021; Nikolov & Mihaljevi¢
Djigunovié, 2023).

As convincing empirical evidence for the linguistic benefits of young-
er and better FL learning in instructed settings is missing, this is an impor-
tant book. It challenges the enthusiasm usually attached to the idea of very
young FL learners by offering a theoretically underpinned and objective ex-
amination of the current state of pre-primary FL learning research. The au-
thor skillfully navigates through abundant and relevant source materials to
clearly and effectively provide invaluable insights about very early FL educa-
tion in the world today. She paints a realistic picture of the many stakehold-
ers and their different interests in the introduction of FL in pre-primary. By
addressing the different agents and nested systems relevant to the process
of pre-primary FL implementation and its success, the book can serve as
a source of inspiration for a holistic approach to researching the ecology of
very young FL learners. It is my belief that this book is an absolute must
for any teacher, doctoral student, fellow scholar, researcher/academic, and
policy planner who wants to understand the complexity of current pre-pri-
mary FL education.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Bronfenbrenner U. (1979), The ecology of human development experiments by na-
ture and design. Harvard University Press.

Nikolov M., Lugossy R. (2021), A critical overview of research methods used in stud-
ies on early foreign language education in pre-schools, (in:) Schwartz, M.
(ed.), Handbook of early language education. Springer, pp. 221-257.

Nikolov M., Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovic¢ J. (2023), Studies on pre-primary learners of for-
eign languages, their teachers, and parents. A critical overview of publica-
tions between 2000 and 2022. “Language Teaching”, No. 56(4), pp. 451-477.

219



Mirna Erk

van Lier L. (2004), The ecology and semiotics of language learning. A sociocultural
perspective. Kluwer Academy.

van Lier L. (2010), The ecology of language learning. Practice to theory, theory to
practice. “Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences”, No. 3, pp. 2-6.

Received: 25.02.2025
Revised: 03.03.2025

220



	Joanna Rokita-Jaśkow
	Mirna Erk
	Joanna Rokita-Jaśkow
	The Ecology of Pre-primary Foreign Language Learning



