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Suzanne Quay and Simona Montanari

1 Multilingualism from Multidisciplinary
Perspectives: Introduction and Overview

[M]ultilingualism should not be seen as a variant of bilingualism but rather be studied in
its own right as further evidence of human potential and capacity for language. The re-
search done so far on multilingualism, both as individual and social phenomena, has
shown that stimulating insights into the acquisition and attrition processes can arise
from a focus on learning three or more languages from multidisciplinary areas such as
psycholinguistics and linguistics, applied linguistics, second language acquisition, socio-
linguistics, neurolinguistics and education. As discussed, research on many of the issues
raised in this chapter is limited and many more studies are needed to understand what
makes multilingualism unique or rather similar with respect to bilingualism

(Quay and Montanari 2019: 560).

Thus ends not only our chapter giving an overview on “Bilingualism and
Multilingualism” where we made a distinction between using, learning and
unlearning two versus more than two languages but also The Cambridge
Handbook on Bilingualism edited by Annick De Houwer and Lourdes Ortega.
That chapter inspired our journey in this volume towards understanding is-
sues in multilingualism that are beyond studies of bilingualism. The purpose
of this volume is to show through research evidence that multilingualism is a
typical aspect of everyday life for most of the world’s population. It is present
among individuals of all backgrounds – from the educated to the poor and in
all geographical areas – and is a complex phenomenon that involves a myriad
of linguistic and extra-linguistic forces.

This volume, consisting of four parts, attempts to disentangle the linguistic
and extra-linguistic forces that can explain the complexity of multilingualism
through the multidisciplinary lenses mentioned in the above quote. The chap-
ters in this volume explore multilingualism in different contexts and provide
new and wider perspectives of this phenomenon as a result. The first part pro-
vides the setting for the contributions in Parts 2, 3 and 4. In particular, it fo-
cuses on societal multilingualism in four different geographical areas: North
Africa (Ech-Charfi, Chapter 2), Southeast Asia (Ng and Cavallaro, Chapter 3),
Europe (Bartelheimer, Hufeisen, and Montanari, Chapter 4) and North America,
in particular the United States and Canada (Wright and Chan, Chapter 5). While
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this section is certainly not exhaustive of all the world regions where multilin-
gualism is practiced, it gives examples of communities in the Global North and
the Global South with a long-established tradition of linguistic diversity, where
the use of more than two languages is an everyday experience. This part sets the
stage for the contributions in Parts 2, 3 and 4, which provide new methods and
wider perspectives in the study of multilingualism. Indeed, the second part of the
volume examines novel concepts and practices in the use of more than two lan-
guages in multilingual communities: in diglossic domains (Maher, Chapter 6),
through code-switching practices (Stavans and Porat, Chapter 7), and receptively
in communities where multilingual speakers share closely-related mutually intel-
ligible languages (Gooskens, Chapter 8). The final chapter of this section dis-
cusses bimodal language use in signing communities (Chen Pichler, Reynolds,
and Palmer, Chapter 9), highlighting a new and exciting area of investigation
that provides unique insights into the human capacity for multilingualism. The
third part focuses on multilingualism in individuals: how it is fostered in child-
hood (Quay and Chevalier, Chapter 10), the language practices of transcultural
families (Lanza and Lexander, Chapter 11), the effects of schooling (Wang,
Chapter 12), and the consequences of changes in linguistic dominance, proficien-
cies and skills in multilinguals (Jessner and Megens, Chapter 13). This section
underscores new perspectives in the study of the effects that families and educa-
tional systems have on children’s multilingualism. The final section of this vol-
ume addresses differences between bilingualism and multilingualism in terms of
additional language learning (Montanari, Chapter 14), cross-linguistic interaction
and multilingual awareness (Allgäuer-Hackl and Jessner, Chapter 15), cognitive
benefits in aging (Segal et al., Chapter 16), and language processing in the brain
(Strangmann, Chen, and Obler, Chapter 17), highlighting the unique nature of
multilingualism with respect to bilingualism.

As we envisioned in Quay and Montanari (2019), this volume adds to current
knowledge about the use, acquisition, and loss of multiple languages from a mul-
tidisciplinary perspective ranging from sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, lin-
guistics, applied linguistics, and education to neurolinguistics. The chapters in
this volume reflect the academic styles of authors from different disciplines who
have provided us with reviews of the literature in their areas of expertise. This
was a challenging task for those in areas where scant research has been done on
multilinguals who, for example, can sign and speak – at times simultaneously –
in more than two signed and spoken languages (bimodal signers in Chen Pichler,
Reynolds, and Palmer, Chapter 9), are being educated in a language other than
their home languages (Wang, Chapter 12), are elderly with comparable language
backgrounds, education and experiences (Segal et al., Chapter 16), or have par-
ticipated in neuroimaging studies (Strangmann, Chen, and Obler, Chapter 17). To
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supplement the dearth of literature in their area, Segal et al. in Chapter 16 intro-
duce a preliminary study they have conducted themselves on the effects of multi-
lingualism on cognitive performance in aging.

Due to length constraints for each chapter, the contributors to Part 1 could
only focus on some countries within the regions they were asked to write about.
Thus, Ech-Charfi (Chapter 2) focuses on North Africa, Ng and Cavallaro (Chapter 3)
on Hong Kong, Malaysia and Singapore, Bartelheimer, Hufeisen, and Montanari,
(Chapter 4) on countries mostly in northwestern Europe, and Wright and Chan
(Chapter 5) on Canada and the United States. Colonialism (Ech-Charfi, Chapter 2;
Ng and Cavallaro, Chapter 3) and migration (Bartelheimer, Hufeisen, and
Montanari, Chapter 4; Wright and Chan, Chapter 5) are discussed as reasons for
linguistic pluralism and/or individual multilingualism in those regions. Thus the
volume starts with macro-level structural features that regulate the use of lan-
guages in culturally diverse settings. Sociopolitical and sociolinguistic forces
along with educational policies encourage the development of multilingualism
in the populations described in all four chapters. In Chapter 6, Maher situates
contemporary examples of diglossic practices in Ireland, Finland, India, and espe-
cially in Japan, along with a historic discussion of the phenomenon. By doing so,
he broadens the global perspective of multilingualism started in Part 1. In
Chapter 8, Gooskens also expands on the region covered by Bartelheimer,
Hufeisen, and Montanari (Chapter 4) with her discussion of receptive multilingual-
ism in Scandinavian countries and elsewhere in Europe.

Some of the chapters present “models” to aid in our understanding of how
multilinguals process languages while code-switching (Stavans and Porat,
Chapter 7) or blending signed and spoken languages (Chen Pichler, Reynolds,
and Palmer, Chapter 9), lose their language abilities (Jessner and Megens,
Chapter 13), transfer skills from earlier acquired languages to learn new lan-
guages (Montanari, Chapter 14), and use their languages in a complex and
dynamic way (Allgäuer-Hackl and Jessner, Chapter 15). Other chapters deal with
actual cases of multilingual children and their families. While Quay and
Chevalier (Chapter 10) look at how childhood multilingualism can be nurtured
in the home and external community, Lanza and Lexander (Chapter 11) explore
this issue from the perspective of transcultural families providing their own
community of practice and fostering multilingualism through digitally-mediated
language practices. Wang (Chapter 12) then addresses how schooling can have
positive and negative outcomes. That is, new languages can be added and devel-
oped further in the educational setting, but linguistic and cultural distances be-
tween languages may make it easier or harder to achieve academic success
when developing literacy in the school language. The school context may also
lead to the loss of previous languages acquired in the home.
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Montanari and Quay (Chapter 18) conclude this volume with a synthesis of
the common threads that run through the chapters: from historical and political
perspectives that affect not only multilingualism at the societal level but also at
the individual one to economic and educational perspectives related to migra-
tion and family language practices and policies. The complexities that arise in
multilingual language use surpass – internally and externally – bilingual use
and result in much more variability as discussed throughout this volume. This
concluding chapter also provides new insights and trends in research that we
foresee will be valuable for stimulating further research to increase our limited
understanding of multilingualism in the 21st century.

Acknowledgments: For their time and expertise, we are indebted not only to all
the contributors who helped us with the internal reviewing process but also to
Katja Cantone, Jean-Marc Dewaele and Robert Mayr.
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Ahmed Ech-Charfi

2 Multilingualism, Language Varieties
and Ideology in North Africa

2.1 Introduction

The notion of multilingualism rests on a tacit assumption that languages (and re-
lated concepts such as varieties, dialects, accents, etc.) can be identified, delimi-
tated and enumerated. Without this assumption, there would be no sense in
distinguishing multilingual from monolingual communities. Indeed, there would
be no sense in speaking even of individual languages or in doing linguistic analy-
sis of the sort we have inherited from Saussurian structuralism. Saussure (1972: 86)
conceived of human languages as systems “in which all the parts can and must be
considered synchronically interdependent”. One of the implications of this concep-
tion is that only linguistic analysis can reveal the number of varieties in use in any
given society, region or country. The problem, however, is that this implication
has so far been more of an assumption than a verified fact. There is ample evi-
dence, as will be explained further, that what individuals and communities iden-
tify as distinct languages or dialects are in fact social constructs contingent on
specific socio-historical factors. So, many of the languages catalogued today are
the outcome of such factors, including the European colonization and, more im-
portantly, the European discourse about language and nation.

The objective of this chapter is to build on the extant literature – which at-
tempts to reconsider the notion of multilingualism and to advance a critique of
the foundations of structural linguistics – in order to approach multilingualism in
North Africa (NA). The next section will provide a brief review of this literature
while the remaining sections will be devoted to the analysis of the major compo-
nents of the NA linguistic scene. In particular, Section 2.3 will deal with French
and other foreign languages; Section 2.4 with Arabic; and Section 2.5 with Berber.

2.2 Language as a socio-political construct

Scholars from various disciplines have long noted that languages usually emerge
as a corollary to the emergence of socio-political entities. In fact, language pro-
vides some of the useful resources that a community needs to distinguish itself
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from neighboring groups. If this observation is true of all languages, it is even
more true of standard languages. In his classic paper, Haugen (1966) identifies
four steps in the process of constructing a standard language: (a) selection of a
variety; (b) codification of its form; (c) elaboration of its functions; and (d) accep-
tance by the community. That languages characteristically exhibit some variation
is considered as a fundamental tenet of sociolinguistics, but state-builders tend
to favor linguistic homogeneity by reducing variation in standard languages to
the minimum, an aspect that made these languages appear to many linguists as
artificial.

Another work that is more relevant to the purposes of this chapter is Kloss
(1967). Kloss notes that, when enumerating and classifying varieties in preliter-
ate societies, a linguist is forced to treat linguistically distant varieties as be-
longing to different languages. He calls these abstand (‘distant’) languages. But
when varieties are related with varying degrees of mutual intelligibility, a lin-
guist’s classification may differ, to a lesser or a greater extent, from that
adopted by communities. Oftentimes, what a linguist tends to treat technically
as a single language may be fragmented into various languages, with different
communities claiming to speak a different language than those of their neigh-
bors. Kloss calls these ausbau (‘developed’) languages, classic examples of
which are the Scandinavian languages and the languages born in the aftermath
of the disintegration of Yugoslavia. Kloss’s insight indicates that ausbau lan-
guages are sociological phenomena that should be approached not only
through linguistic analysis, but also through the methods of other social scien-
ces, if an adequate understanding of them is to be achieved.

But languages are not always invented by their own communities for eth-
nic, political or whatever reasons; they may also be created by foreigners (e.g.
colonial administrators, missionaries, etc.) and imposed on the local popula-
tion. Recent literature (cf. Makoni 1998; Makoni and Pennycook 2007, 2012,
among others) revisits some of the languages of Africa, Asia and America to
highlight the circumstances in which they were identified, labeled and cata-
logued. What these studies conclude is that, in many of the cases revisited, the
languages were simply not recognized as separate entities by the local popula-
tions. For example, in their attempt to translate the scriptures in local varieties,
missionaries often classified those varieties according to their own conception
of what a language is or should be, usually along Western principles, without
considering the indigenous worldviews.

One of the interesting facts that these non-Western conceptions uncover is
that “not all people have ‘a language/languages’ in the sense in which the term
is currently used in English” (Heryanto 1990: 41). That of course does not mean
that these people do not communicate through linguistic means, but only that
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they do not recognize any classification of their linguistic resources into entities
called languages, each with its own name, as is the case in other cultures. The
mere existence of such cultures, no matter how exotic they may be, should call
for a reconsideration of the prevalent essentialist view that reifies language.
As pointed out earlier, the notion of multilingualism rests on this essentialist
view endorsed by structural linguistics since its inception a century ago. But
in situations where either no languages are recognized or where the languages
are too broad to allow for a structuralist analysis as generally practiced, the
very notions of language variety or linguistic system – and that of multilingual-
ism they give birth to – simply break down. Any attempt to impose them on
such situations would be a Procrustean endeavor that misses more about lan-
guage than it highlights.

Therefore, if we cannot determine how many languages are spoken in an
area on the basis of linguistic analysis only, we should opt for a sociological
approach to uncover the ideologies behind the construction of different lan-
guage varieties. As formulated by Makoni and Pennycook (2012: 440), the main
questions we will be concerned with are:
– [U]nder what sociohistorical contexts did [these languages] emerge, what

are the philosophical strategies used in their construction and how does
invention impact the linguistic practices of the users, and our understand-
ing of multilingualism?

– What are the metadiscursive regimes [. . .] used in the construction of
“languages”?

With these questions in mind, we will turn to the discussion of the main lan-
guages spoken in NA.

2.3 French, English and other foreign languages

Foreign languages were brought to NA by the colonial powers. Following an
agreement between these powers, Egypt went to Britain; Libya to Italy; Tunisia,
Algeria, Mauritania and parts of Morocco went to France, while the north and
the south of Morocco were relegated to Spain. As a consequence, English,
Italian, French and Spanish are spoken in these countries, with varying de-
grees. The variation depends on a number of factors, most important of which
are: (a) the linguistic policy of the colonizer, with France giving importance to
imposing its language and culture more than the others; (b) the importance
given by post-independence elites to the promotion of their national languages;
and (c) the continuing presence of economic interests of the former colonizer.

2 Multilingualism, Language Varieties and Ideology in North Africa 9
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In Morocco, for example, where the elite has maintained common interests
with the French, the French language is still omnipresent in the private sector,
education and the media, and enjoys a lot of prestige among the upper and the
middle classes. In comparison, Italian is less visible in Libya; the nationalist
ideology of the Gaddafi regime stressed the promotion of Arabic and was less
tolerant toward the presence of foreign languages.

The present chapter, however, is less concerned with the domains of use of
the foreign languages than with the ideologies and representations that support
their existence as independent languages. The obvious fact that these languages
are learned and used with varying degrees of proficiency should not be underval-
ued as a natural aspect of language learning in general. Instead, it should be
taken as indication of a cleavage between linguistic reality and the discourse
about that reality, especially when we know that many interlanguage features
have fossilized in the local forms of the foreign languages. In the case of French
in Morocco, for instance, Ennaji (2005: 98–101) distinguishes three different vari-
eties that he calls: (1) Highly Educated French, (2) Standard Educated French,
and (3) Uneducated French. But although this classification is based on a set of
features, the three varieties are not recognized either by other linguists or by the
general population. French in NA, just like English, Italian and Spanish, contin-
ues to exist in the imaginary as a unified language, and systematic divergences
from standard usage are not considered good reason to believe that what is spo-
ken is anything other than French, albeit in what is considered as imperfect
forms (cf. the papers in Pleines 1990 for example).

The question as to why these local varieties of these languages are not recog-
nized as distinct varieties is not a trivial one. In some parts of the world such as
India and Nigeria, varieties of English are treated as full-fledged varieties in the
growing discourse on World Englishes (Kachru, Kachru, and Nelson 2009). In
comparison, there seems to be no similar discourse in NA, particularly with
French, no matter how omnipresent it is in the region. The unity of this language
is created and maintained by a political discourse about Self and Other that puts
more emphasis on memories of the past than on facts of the present. French is
still viewed as the language of the colonizer, especially in Algeria, where the war
for independence was rather bloody. Memories of that period are now used to
legitimize the rule of the military in the country. But even in Morocco and
Tunisia, where independence was earned at a less costly price, objections against
the integration of French in national culture have gained strength to the extent
that they are now part of the legitimate discourse. Consequently, those who are
favorable to French among the upper and the middle classes are forced to ex-
press their position in covert terms. One manifestation of the legitimate discourse
against French is reflected in law, as in the case of Morocco, where legal texts
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avoid any explicit mention of French and use instead the rather general expres-
sion “foreign language” (Ruiter 2001). In brief, the discourse about foreign lan-
guages in NA associates these languages with colonial powers and, for that
reason, rejects the adoption of the local versions of these languages.

There is also another deeper factor behind the rejection of such versions that
has to do with the conception of standard languages (Milroy 2001). According to
this conception, standard usage is the only correct usage. Moreover, incorrect
forms produced by non-native speakers, no matter how stable they may be, can-
not be considered as part of a distinct variety. Ortega (2018: 10) calls this concep-
tion “the teleological view”. She is referring to a general assumption about
linguistic development in Second Language Acquisition research according to
which “native speakers serve [. . .] as the unquestioned golden benchmark against
which to adjudicate gain, progress, learning, and proficiency”. In essential con-
ceptions of language, “the idealized notion of a native speaker in possession of a
complete, bounded, and perfectly uniform language is deeply rooted” (Ortega
2018: 10), and the same conception has somehow found its way to lay culture as
well. In NA, the view that standard languages belong to their competent native
speakers is widespread among learners and their parents, who would like to see
their children speak these languages the way native speakers do, e.g. French like
French people. This view is inculcated in their minds by all sorts of prescription
agents such as teachers, grammar books, newspaper columnists, etc. who were
influenced in turn by theories about language. It is true that this view has been
boosted by modern schooling, which has been heavily influenced by Western cul-
ture, but its presence in the local culture goes back to Arabic grammarians. Being
part of the Arab world, NA inherited what Milroy (2001: 531) calls “standard lan-
guage culture” from early Arabic linguistic theorizing, which put much emphasis
on correct usage, as will be explained in the following section.

In brief, the status of French, English, Spanish and Italian as colonial lan-
guages, together with the teleological view of linguistic development, continues
to hinder the emergence of local varieties of these languages in NA. So far,
there is no indication that something like Algerian French or Egyptian English
will be recognized in the same way that Indian or Nigerian English are recog-
nized in India and Nigeria, respectively.

2.4 Arabic

What is known as “the Arabic language” presents a very complex situation in
which linguistic reality is shaped and reshaped by different ideologies, each
contesting the views of the others. The number of varieties recognized even by
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linguists themselves seems to reflect different views about the language, not as
dictated by an allegedly objective analysis, but also as an expression of views
of the past and the present situation of society and its future aspirations. But
this unstable situation provides us with a good opportunity to reconsider the
structural linguistics’ general practice of taking the existence of language varie-
ties as a given. The notion of diglossia will be discussed first before the stan-
dard and the colloquial varieties of Arabic are considered in some detail.

2.4.1 Diglossia

Among all the works on Arabic, Ferguson’s (1959) paper was probably the most
influential. The paper considers Arabic as the epitome of what its author calls
diglossia, a situation in which two varieties of the same language exist side by
side, but each is used for a different set of communicative purposes. Ferguson
also mentions Greece, German Switzerland and Haiti as similar cases of diglossic
communities. Since the publication of this seminal paper, studies on diglossia
have arisen exponentially. Most of these researchers, however, tend to be more
interested in how the social functions of the High (H) and Low (L) varieties rein-
force and are reinforced by attitudes – and how stable and changing social fac-
tors contribute to the maintenance of diglossia or its subsequent development
into a situation of standard-with-dialects – than in the linguistic aspects of the
H-L interaction. This sociological interest is best exemplified by Fishman’s (1967)
conception of diglossia as not limited to historically related varieties only, as
Ferguson’s definition requires, but also extended to non-related languages when
these stand in an H-L relationship (see also Chapter 6, this volume).

There is good reason, however, to suspect that Ferguson built his analysis on
folk notions which were – and still are – prevalent in the societies he considered
in his 1959 paper. In relation with Arabic, he does mention that H corresponds to
what Arabs call fuṣħā (a most eloquent version of ‘language’) and that L corre-
sponds to their ʕāmmiyya (‘language of common people’) or dariʒa (‘colloquial
language’). There is not much research on how these concepts made their way
into modern Arabic culture, but researchers suspect that they were inventions of
the 19th century when Arabs came into contact with Western civilization
(Brustad 2017; Ech-Charfi 2017). Traditional Arabic writings do not seem to adopt
the equivalent of the opposition between “language” and “dialect”. The term
lahʒa (‘dialect’) is most probably an invention of the same period as well; before
that, it used to mean “tongue” or “tip of the tongue”, but it was very infrequent.
The term luγa, which used to mean both ‘language’ and ‘variety of language’,
was reinterpreted to stand as an equivalent of the Western “standard language”.
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The term fuṣħā itself had probably never been used as an attribute for H Arabic
before the 19th century, when the opposition between “language” and “dialect”
was borrowed into the Arabic culture. That of course should not mean that
speakers of Arabic had not been until then aware of the differences between the
varieties they spoke and that of the Quran, for example. It is only that they did
not feel any need to classify the two into different categories. After all, differences
did not exist only between the varieties they spoke and that of the literate cul-
ture, but also between their spoken varieties and those of their close and distant
neighbors. Therefore, what could be concluded from these remarks is that the
distinction between fuṣħā and ʕāmmiyya/dariʒa, which Ferguson assumes to be
a defining criterion of Arabic diglossia, is in fact a borrowing from European lin-
guistic culture in which this distinction developed in different circumstances
(Haugen 1966).

It may be claimed that diglossia is real and that H and L have an indepen-
dent existence, irrespective of whether local culture recognizes it or not. Such a
view is not supported by linguistic facts, however. Immediately after the publica-
tion of Ferguson’s (1959) paper, studies on Arabic started to doubt the possibility
of drawing a clear boundary between H and L and, indirectly, their very exis-
tence as distinct varieties. Blanc (1960) and Palva (1969) were among the earliest
works to note that native speakers of Arabic tend to mix features generally con-
sidered as standard or colloquial in such a way that any attempt to classify their
speech as either fuṣħā or ʕāmmiyya/dariʒa would be random. Today, there seems
to be a consensus, among Western scholars at least, that Arabic constitutes one
language with various stylistic levels, and each level is appropriate to a set of
contexts, though it may be exploited for various pragmatic purposes in other
contexts as well. We owe this sociolinguistic approach to Badawi (1973), who
conceived of Arabic as forming a continuum. He does identify five major levels
corresponding to usages of the major social classes in Egypt, but he denies that
each level constitutes a distinct variety. In other words, Arabic is like a color
spectrum in which shades of one color (corresponding to Badawi’s level) fade
gradually into those of another. Therefore, as Brustad (2017: 41) notes, “diglossia
does not serve us well as a tool of linguistic analysis.”

2.4.2 Standard Arabic

The question that ensues immediately from the claim above is: how are H and L
constructed in Arabic diglossia, and what purposes do they serve? What consti-
tutes an H text or an L text from the point of view of different speakers is an
empirical issue but, unfortunately, not much research has been done along
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these lines. Parkinson (1993) raises this question and tries to answer it indi-
rectly by testing the Fuṣħā proficiency of a sample of Cairene inhabitants. His
findings indicate that only individuals with a college degree in Arabic approach
what can be considered an acceptable proficiency level. Those without such a
degree, even with a high education, can fail to get a reasonable understanding
of literary texts even from the modern era, let alone the classical texts. By impli-
cation, it seems that Arabs’ judgments vary considerably on what constitutes
an H or an L text. Many researchers have remarked that the boundaries be-
tween Fuṣħā and ʕāmmiyya are variable (Hary 1996; Mejdell 2006 among
others). In turn, this remark implies that different individuals or groups may
have different representations of the two varieties, and that these representa-
tions manifest in their linguistic behavior. In other words, it is very likely that
speakers with limited knowledge of Fuṣħā would judge a text as Fuṣħā-like
even when the number of colloquial features it exhibits is relatively high; e.g.
the spoken texts on cultural issues broadcasted on radio or television programs.
In comparison, those with a better knowledge of Fuṣħā would downgrade even
written texts meant to be standard literary productions. Naguib Mahfouz, the
Nobel Prize winner, for example, is criticized for transgressing many rules of
grammar as handed down by the tradition (cf. Holes 1995).

In the face of this great disparity between linguistic reality and its dichotomi-
zation into Fuṣħā and ʕāmmiyya/dariʒa, Brustad (2017) argues that the notion of
diglossia is an ideology. Her argument is based mainly on a well-documented shift
in attitudes toward the classical usage after the so-called Nahda (‘Renaissance’) pe-
riod, which started in the mid-19th century when the Arab elite developed a new
discourse about the backwardness of their societies relative to the West and how
to achieve a new revival of the Arab-Islamic civilization. Before this period, atti-
tudes toward the classical usage of Fuṣħā were rather lax, as testified by the large
number of writings in what Western scholars classify as “middle” Arabic (Zack
and Schippers 2012). Although some of these writings were produced by authors
who undoubtedly had a good mastery of Arabic grammar, they exhibited many
colloquial features that were ruled out by the grammatical tradition (for examples
of such authors, see Brustad 2017). Scholars note that such texts were common
throughout the Arab world since the 16th century, indicating that a new standard
variety was probably developing as a means of written communication. But the de-
velopment was halted by the Nahda discourse which, by setting the classical
usage as the ideal standard, denigrated the colloquial varieties. Consequently,
throughout much of the 20th century, the language academies tried to develop a
standard language that would enable its users to express modern scientific and
technological concepts while at the same time remaining faithful to the styles and
the phraseology of the classical variety. So far, however, this variety has survived
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more as an ideal than a reality. Arabs continue to feel that writings in modern
Fuṣħā are unsatisfactory and fail to attain the ideal usage in many respects.
The idealization of Fuṣħā is opposed by a total rejection of the local varieties
such as Moroccan or Egyptian Arabic, and between the two was caught the
soul of the Nahda Arab, unsatisfied by its stark reality but unable to realize its
own ideal.

A similar discourse was also adopted by pan-Arabists during the first half of
the 20th century. Faced with the decision of the colonial powers to create small
states in the Middle East, the Arab elite saw their dream of a great Arab nation
vanishing, despite all the promises they had received from those powers. Instead
of accepting the new reality, the elite chose to reject the new polities and the bor-
ders artificially drawn by the colonizers (Hourani 1967). Language was their solid
ground to express this rejection and on which they tried to build their ideal na-
tion. Arab nationalists sought inspiration in the writings of the 19th century
German nationalists because these also put much emphasis on a common lan-
guage as a defining criterion of a nation (Suleiman 2003). For them, the Arab na-
tion should include all those for whom Arabic is the means of communication,
irrespective of whether or not they were originally Arabs. Obviously, what
they meant by “Arabic” was Fuṣħā since the colloquial varieties differed from
one region to another. Like their predecessors of the Nahda, pan-Arab ideolo-
gists also rejected the use of ʕāmmiyya/dariʒa because that would imply ac-
ceptance of the divisions enforced by the colonizers on Arab people. Husari,
one of the pan-Arab prolific writers, argues that, just like the borders between
the Arab polities, so-called “Iraqi Arabic” or “Egyptian Arabic”, for example,
are artificial constructs since Arabic dialects form a continuum (Suleiman
2003), a remark that is undoubtedly true. On the other hand, he held Fuṣħā to
be both a unified and a unifying language in the sense that all Arabs adhere
to the same standards, namely those set by the grammatical and literary tradi-
tions. According to him, Fuṣħā also brings together the present and the past,
thus unifying the Arab nation in time as well (Suleiman 2003). Obviously, this
argument is ideological in the sense that it minimizes the variation in Arabic
texts produced in different periods of history: for the classicist elite, the
Arabic of the 20th century is identical with that of the pre-Islamic era.

In comparison, Western Arabists tend to identify more varieties of Fuṣħā
than are recognized by Arabs themselves. For these scholars, at least three dif-
ferent varieties should be distinguished corresponding to different stages in
the development of the language. The first includes the pre-Islamic dialects
spoken in Arabia, which are generically referred to as “Old Arabic”. Apart
from the pre-Islamic poetry which was recorded by early Arab and Muslim
philologists, only a few texts have survived in the form of inscriptions from
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that period. The rise of the Arab-Islamic Empire in the 8th century created a
need for a linguistic norm to serve as a means of written communication, in-
cluding literate culture, for all those who embraced the new civilization. That
norm is commonly referred to as ʕarabiyya, which coincides to a large extent
with the ideal Fuṣħā of modern Arabs. But since the Nahda period and, later
on, the establishment of language academies starting from the second decade
of the 20th century, this ʕarabiyya underwent substantial modernization, with
a significant influence from the major Western languages. The outcome of
such a process is what Western linguists call “Modern Standard Arabic”. In
addition to these three varieties, a fourth one, known as “Middle Arabic”, is
also added to refer to the less standard variety(ies) in which some texts were
produced from a very early period of the language, but especially in the 16th
century and after. Since these varieties are not standardized, modern Arab au-
thors may produce texts exhibiting characteristics of any of these varieties. In
other words, the Western categorization is not diachronic only. For the ideo-
logical reasons already sketched out, however, only Arab linguists writing in
foreign languages are likely to accept this categorization while the others con-
tinue to recognize only one Fuṣħā, a fact which indicates that the unifying
force of ideology is still strong.

2.4.3 Colloquial Arabic

Unlike H, L in the Arab world is undergoing fragmentation. As was noted ear-
lier, Arabic dialects form a continuum from the Atlantic coast in the west to the
Gulf in the east, and from southern Turkey in the north to Yemen in the south.
In this continuum, political borders have so far not been barriers to communi-
cation that could give rise to bundles of isoglosses and, thus, hinder mutual
intelligibility. But feelings of belonging to nation-states have been growing in
strength, continuously boosted by common experiences and future expecta-
tions. Unsurprisingly, linguistic differences, no matter how insignificant they
may be, become resources for the expression of national identity that legitimize
the creation of national varieties of Arabic; e.g. Moroccan Arabic, Algerian
Arabic, etc. Evidently, no such varieties were recognized before the creation of
the nation-states to which the colonial powers contributed to various degrees.
Unlike the classicist elite, who continue to stress the unity of Fuṣħā as a symbol
of the unity of the Arab-Islamic culture, those who are less influenced by the
classicist tradition are more and more conscious of the differences that distin-
guish them from other Arabs. In a sense, these are more directed toward the
construction of national identity than the educated classicist.
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The emergence of Moroccan Arabic (MA) in metalinguistic discourse is a case
in point. Ech-Charfi (2016: 134) identifies two processes through which “MA is
raised to consciousness and, thus, crystallizes into a distinct concept in the meta-
linguistic discourse developed by Moroccans”: (1) similarity between Arabic dia-
lects spoken in Morocco, and (2) contrast between these dialects and those
spoken in other Arab countries. Although French dialectologists coined the ex-
pression l’arabe marocain (‘Moroccan Arabic’) to refer to Arabic dialects spoken
in Morocco, it is probable that only a small minority of educated people were
aware of its existence. The majority, however, used to refer to these dialects sim-
ply as ʕərbiyya (‘Arabic’). This appellation serves to distinguish Arabic dialects
from other languages spoken in the country, mainly Berber. The need to distin-
guish the Moroccan variety of Arabic was created by contact through media with
other varieties of the Middle East, particularly Egyptian, Levantine and Gulf
Arabic, whose cultural influence has been noticeable. These varieties are used in
songs, movies and series that Moroccans have been consuming since the intro-
duction of modern media technologies about a century ago. The Egyptian art pro-
duction in particular is widely consumed throughout the Arab world to the extent
that Egyptian Arabic is now understood by large sectors of Arab populations.
Moroccans refer to it simply as l-misriyya (‘Egyptian’), unlike Moroccan, Algerian
or Tunisian varieties, which are identified by phrases like l-ləhʒa l- . . . .yya (‘the x
dialect’). l-ləhʒa l-məγribiyya (‘the Moroccan dialect’) is a relatively recent coinage
dictated by the need to distinguish this variety (or group of varieties) spoken in
Morocco from similar varieties spoken in other countries. As pointed out earlier, it
is obvious that without the existence of these national identities, there would
have been no need for such concepts as “Moroccan” or “Egyptian” Arabic.

It should be pointed out that North Africans in general have a feeling of
cultural inferiority relative to the Middle East. The division of the Arab world
into a Mashreq (‘East’) and a Maghreb (‘West’) is centuries old; the Mashreq al-
ways considered itself as the center of Arab-Islamic culture, and a similar ten-
dency continues in the present. But the young generations in the Maghreb are
becoming more and more self-conscious. An aspect of this self-consciousness
manifests in reactions to accommodation to Middle Eastern speakers by local
artists on pan-Arab channels like MBC or LBC. The reaction is generally one of
rejection since the accommodation is perceived as harmful to self-esteem and
national pride. Hachimi (2017) has studied a blog by young Moroccans black-
listing Moroccan artists who switch to some Middle Eastern variety of Arabic by
dint of accommodation. She notes the development of a community discourse
promoting the use of MA as an expression of national pride. Such a discourse
will certainly boost Moroccans’ awareness of this variety, which is gradually
named simply as Darija (the standard French spelling of dariʒa). It seems that
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this label is no longer understood as a modifier of ʕərbiyya to refer to colloquial
Arabic, as explained above, but rather as a proper name.

The growing tendency to treat Darija as a distinct language is more discern-
ible in the recent call for its use in education. The call was first made in 2003 in a
few newspaper articles, but it soon developed into a movement which involved
intellectuals, businessmen and, unsurprisingly, linguists. Quite expectedly, a
strong counter-attack was launched by classicists who refused categorically such
a proposal. What is of more interest to our purposes here is that even these clas-
sicists, while defending the maintenance of Fuṣħā, tend to treat Darija as a dan-
ger allegedly backed by external (mainly French) intrigues and, thus, perhaps
unintentionally consider it as a distinct language rather than as an Arabic dia-
lect heteronomous on Fuṣħā. In reaction to the use of a few colloquial words in
a primary school textbook, the classicists launched their most recent attack
in September 2018. This time, they advanced a legal argument according to
which the Moroccan constitution specified Fuṣħā as the official language of the
country and, therefore, any use of Darija in education in present time should be
deemed unconstitutional (see the Islamists’ reaction at: http://mondepress.net/
news.php?extend.6242.1). In fact, the constitution mentions “Arabic” as the offi-
cial language without specifying whether or not Darija is included under the
term. The pro-Darija activists could have used this ambiguity to assert that
Darija is part of “Arabic” and claim that they were calling merely for the use of
the colloquial variety in the early stages of education. But so far, they seem to
accept the validity of the legal argument, preferring instead to stress the impor-
tance of the mother tongue in primary education (see an example at: https://
www.hespress.com/writers/405791.html).Whether this acceptance is an intelli-
gent maneuvering on their part or a mere unquestioned assumption is hard to
tell. In any case, as Darija emerges slowly as a distinct linguistic entity, the in-
terpretation of “Arabic” as referring to Fuṣħā only will become of no significant
value since it is hard to imagine the state institutions operating exclusively in
Fuṣħā because most people are not fluent in it.

A final note concerning the discourse about language is in order. It was al-
ready mentioned that pan-Arab nationalists had been very much under the influ-
ence of German writers who considered language as an essential criterion of
nationhood. Since the dream of a unified Arab nation has proved to be chimeri-
cal, a similar discourse is manifesting again in relation to nation-states. But in-
stead of creating a state that would coincide with the borders of the language,
the language is being tailored to fit the borders of the state. So, we are apparently
witnessing the birth of a Moroccan, Algerian, Tunisian, etc. language out of the
Arabic continuum as a result of the Western discourse about language and na-
tion. Consequently, speakers in border areas (e.g. between Morocco and Algeria)
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claim to speak different varieties although their varieties may have more features
in common than they have with other varieties spoken in the same country. The
conclusion that should be obvious by now is that language varieties emerge as a
consequence of ideologies rather than real linguistic processes.

A similar disparity between linguistic reality and ideology exists also in the
case of Berber. As will be shown in the following section, a different reality is
structured by more or less the same discourse.

2.5 Berber

Chaker (2006: 138) remarks that Berber is “un champ de mythes, dominé par
l’ideologie” [a field of myths that is dominated by ideology]. Chaker (2006: 137)
summarizes his point as follows:

On montrera la puissance et la permanence de certaines thèses de nature essentiellement
idéologique et leur capacité à impulser et à porter des dynamiques sociales, à recon-
struire/produire le réel et/ou à peser lourdement et durablement sur la perception
scientifique.

[We will show the power and permanence of certain theses of an essentially ideological
nature and their capacity to boost and give rise to social dynamics, to reconstruct/pro-
duce reality and/or to weigh heavily and durably on scientific perception].

To be sure, what the term “Berber” stands for is a complex and heterogeneous
reality. How this heterogeneous reality ended up as a single concept not only in
the minds of those who formulated the discourse about Berbers, but also for
Berbers themselves, is an intricate matter involving present and past conflicts
as well as external and internal interests.

The invention of Berber as an ethnolinguistic and a historical entity is often
blamed on/credited to the French colonizers. These colonizers of NA must have
noticed early that the local populations spoke different dialects belonging to two
abstand languages. But NA is a vast region, and the Berber dialects must have
seemed to the observer, in the 19th century as in the present, as different lan-
guages. Besides, neither Arab nor Berber populations had a single term to refer
to Berber ethnicity in its totality or to the Berber language as a whole; only con-
cepts of regional groups and their languages were available. In Morocco, as in
Algeria, each group of dialects constituted a distinct language, e.g. Tashlhyt,
Tamazight, Tarifit, Takbaylite, etc. In brief, from an internal point of view,
Berbers did not form a single ethnicity or the Berber varieties a single language.
For the colonizers, however, the separation between Berbers and Arabs as two
distinct blocks could be used in their favor.
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But to be fair, the French were not the real instigator. Because of its strategic
position, NA was colonized by different powers since ancient times: Greeks,
Phoenicians, Romans, Byzantines and Arabs. When the Arab conquerors arrived
in the 9th century, they were faced by different Berber nations, some showing
resistance, others favoring alliance. But the conquerors must have encountered
in current usage the term “Berber” or some equivalent form – probably ulti-
mately derived from the Greek or the Latin barbarus. It is unlikely that they took
it from the Berbers themselves since the term is not attested in any of the Berber
dialects known today. In any case, the conquerors soon realized that the use of
such a concept enabled them to treat their new subjects as a single entity, as an
“Other” for the Arab “Self” in these new territories. In brief, the “Berber” cate-
gory was more an invention of the colonizers than an expression/reflection of a
socio-political reality: Berbers never had a unified cultural center of their own
(Chaker 1987).

But the reinvention of the Berber myth by the French was undoubtedly more
effective and had more far-reaching outcomes than the previous versions.
Studies in the domains of history, anthropology, dialectology and other disci-
plines all claimed to investigate aspects of what was for them one people, one
culture and one language. The creation of Berber departments in Algerian and
Moroccan universities during the colonial period and, later on, in French univer-
sities produced a sense of self-consciousness in the local elites, who gradually
rediscovered their “lost” identity (Chaker 2006). It is very difficult to reconstruct
how this feeling developed and what repercussions it had on the life of different
individuals and groups. What is certain is that small elitist movements started to
proclaim their right to preserve and practice their culture and language as a way
of resisting the dominant Arab-Islamic culture. Such movements started in the
1930s in Algerian Kabylia (a region that is part of the Tell Atlas mountain range
in the north) and, a few decades later, in Morocco. The common objective of all
these movements was to establish a Berber nation with its Berber language.
Since the term “Berber” was considered an alien and a pejorative term (because
it was believed to be a cognate of the Latin “barbarus”), these movements re-
placed it with the native term Amazigh, meaning “free person”. Thus, the pro-
claimed nation is now called Tamazgha and the language Tamazight or Amazigh
(Tilmatine 2015).

Now, let’s consider in what sense the Berber language is a myth. In
Morocco, for example, Berber dialects form a continuum from the south to the
north. Just like in any language continuum, a traveler from one village to the
next would not notice any abrupt break in communication between the inhabi-
tants of neighboring villages. But the same traveler would notice some salient
dialectal differences as s/he moves from one region to the other, though those

20 Ahmed Ech-Charfi

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



differences would not constitute a major problem to mutual intelligibility as
long as contact between people of the two regions is frequent enough. The
salient dialectal variants usually serve to index tribal or some other social dif-
ferentiation. But as the distance between villages increases, the linguistic dif-
ferences accumulate and speakers become unable to translate dialectal forms
into the equivalent forms in their dialects, especially if they have no previous
experience with these dialects. This happens when there is no urban, economic
or cultural center in which speakers of the different dialects come into contact
with each other. The result is that mutual intelligibility between such speakers
becomes difficult and sometimes impossible. In such situations, MA often
serves as the lingua franca for Berber speakers.

Yet, Berbers in Morocco have always divided themselves into three catego-
ries, each using a different name for their language. Those of the north call
themselves Irifin and their language Tarifit; those of the center call themselves
Imazighen and their language Tamazight, while the Chleuhs of the south say
that they speak Tashlhyt. The origin of this tripartite division is unknown, but it
must have served some socio-political goal in the past. Even today, when
speakers of the three varieties do not have any common institution to represent
them, each group has a sense that it is different from the other two groups.
Local cultures, social networks, regional histories and similar factors have con-
tributed to the maintenance of these divisions, and further divisions are likely
to exist even within each of the three groups. For example, in the Tamazight
area, from which I come, Berbers of the Middle Atlas and those of the High
Atlas tend to treat each other as different sub-groups; those of the north-
eastern plains can also be singled out as another sub-group. For the reasons
outlined above, these sub-groupings usually correlate with some salient dialec-
tal differences. Yet, a similar language label continues to unify the speakers at
some abstract sociolinguistic level.

In Algeria as well, which has the second largest Berber population, Berbers
form different groups both at the social and the linguistic levels. Where these
groups are separated by Arab populations or by natural barriers, bundles of iso-
glosses are formed on the borders of each group, thus providing an additional
linguistic dimension to the social definition of the group. Indeed, Berbers in
Algeria show some degree of discontinuity that becomes even higher in other
countries to the east and to the south. Kabylia, for instance, forms a natural
region in the Tell Atlas mountains on the Mediterranean coast, while the
Chaouia, another major Berber area, forms a different natural region in the Aures
mountains. This geographical isolation, together with relatively different histo-
ries and other social factors, made these major areas distinct cultural regions as
well. Towards the south of Algeria, just like in the other neighboring countries,
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Berbers usually live in isolated oases. In such cases, it is not hard to imagine the
consequences that this isolation will have in the long run on mutual intelligibility
with other Berber varieties. Given that this situation has probably lasted for cen-
turies, what are treated by the ideological discourse as dialects of the same
Berber language could easily be treated as different languages.

Given this diverse and heterogeneous reality, one can only wonder how the
ideal of a Berber language could be realized. As long as the existing nation-states
continued to ignore or oppose the demands of Berber militancy, the ideal sur-
vived as a myth fueling resistance against the establishments. But since the
1990s, some concessions have been made resulting in the promotion of Berber to
the level of a national language in Algeria in 2002 and a second official language
in Morocco in 2011. Special institutions were also set up with the objective of pro-
moting the Berber culture, including the codification and the standardization of
the language. Consequently, what had been a mere diachronic relation between
Berber varieties had to be turned into a sociolinguistic reality. These legal and
political achievements, however, could not have been made without concessions.
In particular, the dream of a pan-Berber nation had to be sacrificed because it
meant a radical geopolitical change. Pan-Berberism not only threatened the sta-
tus of the dominant Arab-Islamic culture, which legitimized the existing ruling
elites, but also augured internal strife between Berberphones and Arabophones.
In short, the Tamazgha dream was judged too radical and, therefore, unrealistic.

Let’s consider some influential proposals on the Berber language today.
Chaker (2010: 78), both a well-established researcher and an activist, asserts
the following:

Comme il ne peut y avoir d’aménagement “pan-berbère” sans un espace institutionnel
«pan-berbère», on ne voit pas par quelle opération miraculeuse une «normalisation pan-
berbère» serait possible.

[As there can be no “pan-Berber” planning without “pan-Berber” institutions, we do not
see by what miraculous operation a “pan-Berber normalization” would be possible].

A few lines after that, he asserts categorically that “il ne peut y avoir de stan-
dard berbère unique parcequ’il n’y a pas d’espace politique berbère unique”
[there can be no unified Berber standard because there is no unified Berber po-
litical space] (Chaker 2010: 78). The same view is expressed by another re-
searcher and rector of the Royal Institute of the Amazigh Culture (IRCAM) in
Morocco, Ahmed Boukous (2011: 232), who asserts that:

[I]t seems that the standardization which would aim ultimately at creating the linguistic
foundation of the Amazigh [koiné] might lead to generating a “stateless monster lan-
guage” without anchoring [it] in the sociolinguistic and cultural reality.
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Given the influence that these two researchers and their circles have had on the
Berber movements, we could safely conclude that this view represents the
mainstream trend that will prevail. In that case, we will no more be dealing
with one Berber, but with different Berber languages, partially coinciding with
the existing nation-states.

As a matter of fact, the state ideology in either Morocco or Algeria has been
shaping the Berber language, sometimes in accordance with the expectations of
Berber activists, but sometimes not. The ruling elites in both countries have
distrusted these movements, perhaps because of the memories of the so-called
Berber policy of the French colonizers, which attempted to divide Berbers and
Arabs (cf. Ageron 1971). As they rejected pan-Berberism, these elites also rejected
regional standard varieties, but for different reasons. For them, Berber in each
country should be treated as a single language to prevent potential territorial
claims in the future. For this reason, both the Moroccan and the Algerian consti-
tutions refer to a single national Berber language (Chaker 2017). This state policy
agrees with the aspirations of those activists who militate to unify the language
at least at the national level. But for those who prefer the promotion of regional
varieties, the policy could be yet another obstacle to surmount.

In Morocco, there seems to be a consensus about the adoption of a national
Berber standard. Therefore, what the Moroccan constitution refers to as “Berber”
is just a potentiality waiting to be actualized through the efforts of IRCAM. In
contrast, there is no such consensus in Algeria and, consequently, the use of the
same term in the Algerian constitution is apparently an attempt by the state to
deal with the thorny issue of Kabylia by treating all the Berber varieties in the
country as a single language. More specifically, Kabylians have always expressed
regional aspirations mainly through the call to promote their language, and the
Algerian state’s attempt to treat this variety as a Berber dialect among others is
perhaps an attempt to cloud the issue. As Tilmatine (2015) explains, the Kabylian
activists have been using Amazigh and Tamazight rather ambiguously, some-
times with a broad sense to refer to the pan-Berber language and sometimes with
a narrow sense to refer to the Kabyle language/culture. In reaction to the rulers’
attempt to consider Berber the language of all Algerians, Kabylian militants pro-
claimed the promotion of Kabyle, their regional language. Politically, they have
even proclaimed the right to self-determination. Thus, regionalism reinforces and
is reinforced by the creation of a regional standard. If this trend stays in force,
other Berber languages in Algeria will appear in the future, and that will cer-
tainly have repercussions on Berbers in the neighboring countries.

To conclude, whether one or more Berber languages are recognized is not a
technical issue to be resolved by trained linguists. Rather, it is the outcome of a
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long socio-political process in which actors make use of linguistic and other
knowledge available to them to formulate projects and rally supporters behind
them. In the case of Berber, the process is still ongoing.

2.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, the focus was on the ideological factors that underlie the classi-
fication of linguistic resources available to NA speakers into different language
varieties. Ordinary speakers are usually influenced by non-linguistic factors
when they develop a folk discourse about the language(s) they speak. On their
part, linguists, both native and foreigner, contribute to this discourse and are
affected by it at the same time. In other words, they often act as observers and
social actors, which is paradoxical. This seems to be the cost of ignoring the
social nature of language, which cannot be studied satisfactorily if the ideologi-
cal processes involved in its construction are ignored.

Acknowledgements: I would like to thank Lourdes Ortega for her comments
and suggestions on an earlier version of this chapter.
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Bee Chin Ng and Francesco Cavallaro

3 Multilingualism in Southeast Asia:
The Post-Colonial Language Stories
of Hong Kong, Malaysia and Singapore

3.1 Introduction

Much of Asia’s modern history is influenced and shaped by contact with some
forms of exploitative colonialism: the English in India, Malaysia, Hong Kong
and Singapore; the French in Vietnam; the Dutch in Indonesia; the Spaniards
and the Americans in the Philippines; and the Japanese in Korea and Taiwan.
Each colonial contact has left various degrees of unique traces in the cultural
and linguistic make-up of the places affected. At the same time, many of these
traces were transformed and assimilated in ways which are often unexpected.
An example of such transformations is seen in linguistic practices and in partic-
ular, the use and survival of the English language. This chapter focuses on the
impact of colonialism on the linguistic landscapes of Hong Kong, Malaysia and
Singapore. These three States1 make compelling case studies as they share very
similar colonial histories and demographic compositions but experienced very
different trajectories in language planning and development in the post war de-
colonization process. As aptly pointed out by Mccloud ([1995] 2018), the diver-
sity in the post-colonial experience is testimony to the agency by which the
different “colonized worlds” have selectively absorbed and adapted ideas and
practices that are culturally and politically relevant to the local contexts.

All three States were colonized by the British empire in the 19th century and
all for around 130–150 years. The Chinese ethnic group makes up a significant
part of the three States’ population. Hong Kong’s population is more homogenous
with the Chinese as the dominant group. Malaysia and Singapore, on the other
hand, are multi-ethnic, multi-lingual and multi-religious. The decolonization pro-
cess for Malaysia and Singapore began after WWII in an accelerated manner with
both declaring self-government in the 1950s and 1960s. The British remained in

Bee Chin Ng and Francesco Cavallaro, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore

1 In the interest of consistency and ease of reference, the term “State” will be used in refer-
ence to Hong Kong post 1997 as a Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of
China. “State” will also be used in reference to Singapore and Malaysia and denotes their sta-
tus as independent countries.
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Hong Kong until 1997 when it was reassigned as a Special Administrative Region
of the People’s Republic of China. In all three cases, the decolonization process
calls forth a consolidation of identity which is often keenly negotiated through
language use.

These three States today display very different linguistic practices and also
different attitudes towards the official languages that are in place. Hong Kong is
evolving from monolingualism to trilingualism with Cantonese strongly en-
trenched as the language of identity and English as the language of commerce.
Malaysia has Malay as the national language. Attempts to make it the language
of national unity have had mixed success. Although each ethnic group still holds
on to their own individual language(s), Malay is also a lingua franca among the
different ethnic groups. English, on the other hand, enjoys a position of prestige
in Malaysia despite the lack of official support over the years. Finally, Singapore
has moved from multilingualism to an English-plus bilingualism with English
firmly and securely ensconced as the inter-ethnic lingua franca. It is even the lan-
guage most used at home by a third of the population.

In the following sections, we will review how language policies and practi-
ces in these different States evolved and how each state embarked on different
pathways resulting in these diverse practices. At the same time, the pressure of
English as a global language is also exerting a homogenizing force from an-
other end. This pressure means that English occupies a unique position as the
language of economics and trade in all three States. So, while internal policies
and politics are driving linguistic practices in these three places in different di-
rections on the one hand, there is also a common thrust to adapt to the English
push. This chapter will specifically focus on this tug-of-war, the push and pull
of these different forces. But first we will provide an overview and summary of
language practices in each State.

3.2 Hong Kong

Hong Kong was colonialized by Britain from 1841 to 1997, and during this pe-
riod, English was the official language until 1974 and was used in sectors
such as international trade as well as government administration. Mandarin
Chinese was relatively insignificant in the 1960s and was not given strong
support by the government, but was made a co-official language after 1974
under the Official Languages Ordinance (Hong Kong Government 1974).
Alongside English, Mandarin Chinese was also used in various sectors such as
government business and higher education. In addition to these two lan-
guages, Cantonese had a dominant position as the spoken language in the
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1960s and 1970s and is spoken by approximately 95% of the population as a
first language (Sung 2015). However, Cantonese was not accepted as one of
the official languages for the purported reason that it lacked a standardized
written form (Simpson 2007).

3.2.1 Hong Kong before 1997

Hong Kong is a densely populated city state with a population of approximately
7 million. This is remarkable when one considers that in 1841, the population of
Hong Kong was under 10,000. Hence, the bulk of the settlement in Hong Kong
took place during British rule. There were two significant waves of immigration
where the population increased by more than 20% – the first after WWII and
the second in 1951. The Chinese ethnic group dominating the population demog-
raphy constitutes 92% of the population. Due to its proximity to Guangzhou, a
major proportion of residents in Hong Kong are Cantonese speaking and
Cantonese is the first language spoken by approximately 95% of the Chinese pop-
ulation in Hong Kong.

Compared to Singapore and Malaysia with their largely multi-ethnic popula-
tion, the majority of residents in Hong Kong during this period were Chinese
monolinguals. Therefore, while language policy decisions in Singapore and
Malaysia were largely influenced by their multi-ethnic population, the evolution
of language use in pre-1997 Hong Kong appears to be organic. The common colo-
nial history in these three states naturally saw an emphasis placed on English
during British rule. In Hong Kong, there was a shift towards English-medium
schooling because of the economic benefits that learning English brought.

During the initial phase of colonial rule (1842–1941), the educational sys-
tem was split into a Western style education stream at the primary and second-
ary levels, as well as a Chinese-medium stream2 at the primary level. Post 1941,
the English secondary stream expanded rapidly and almost 90% of students
were studying in secondary schools with English as the medium of instruction
(Evans 2000). Even so, the Chinese-medium schools retained their dominance
at the primary level, and for most part of the post-war period, children received
primary education with Chinese as the medium of instruction. Since being

2 The term “Chinese” is used here instead of Cantonese because, although the language spo-
ken in the classroom was Cantonese, the written form was Mandarin Chinese. There is similar-
ity between the two scripts but written Cantonese is substantially different from written
Mandarin Chinese. For a discussion of the distinction between Cantonese and standard written
Chinese, see Bauer (1988) and Snow (2004).
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competent in English was a factor in economic mobility and advancement, the
post-war generation of parents and students chose to pursue secondary educa-
tion in English-medium schools. However, due to the lack of proficiency of
English-speaking staff, mixed-language teaching, where teachers alternate be-
tween English and Cantonese, was a common practice (Johnson 1998).

During the first half of the 20th century, the degree of multilingualism was
substantial, and Cantonese continued to be spoken by the vast majority.
Cantonese enjoyed high levels of vitality and functioned as a language of soli-
darity and as a symbol of Hong Kong identity during British rule (So 1998). In
2001, the percentage of males and females in Hong Kong speaking Cantonese
was 87.3% and 91.3%, respectively. The increasing use of Cantonese also gave
rise to English and Cantonese code mixing, where English words are inserted
into Cantonese (Bacon-Shone and Bolton 2008).3

3.2.2 Hong Kong after 1997

The latest demographics and census data show that Cantonese continues to be
the most widely spoken language by both males and females. Its use has re-
mained relatively stable throughout the years, with 93.0% female and 96.5 %
male speakers in 2016. This is compared to English, with 46.6% female and
51.8% male speakers, and Mandarin Chinese,4 with 44.8% female and 48.9%
male speakers (Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong 2017).

Even though there was a concern that the change of sovereignty in 1997
would result in the dominance of Mandarin Chinese over English, English re-
mains the language of international trade due to shifts in Hong Kong’s economy.
Prior to 1997, attitudes towards English were more negative because it was per-
ceived as a colonial imposition. However, as Hong Kong’s economy boomed, the
status of English shifted from being a colonial language to being a major lingua
franca of intercultural communication (Poon 2010). Despite this shift in mindset,
English is still spoken as a second language by most Hong Kong people to vary-
ing degrees of ability (Setter, Wong and Chan 2010).

3 Interestingly, there was less occurrence of Cantonese-Putonghua mixing two decades post-1997.
4 Mandarin Chinese is the general term used to refer to Putonghua (“common language”).
Putonghua is the term used in Hong Kong and the PRC to denote the Chinese variety spoken in
Mainland China. In Taiwan, the same language is referred to as Guo Yu (“National Language”). In
Singapore and Malaysia, it is referred to as Huayu (“Chinese language”). For the purpose of con-
sistency, the term “Mandarin Chinese” will be used in this chapter. See Cavallaro et al. (2018) for
a discussion of these different terms and what they signify.
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Without sovereignty, Hong Kong had more discussions and input from the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) about decolonialization than in Malaysia and
Singapore. In 1995, a new language policy was put in place to promote a “bili-
terate” (Mandarin Chinese and English) and “trilingual” (Cantonese, Mandarin
Chinese [Putonghua] and English) society (Lau 1995). Commonly known as the
liangwensanyu 两文三语, “biliterate and trilingual” policy, in Hong Kong, it
promotes Mandarin Chinese as a medium of instruction in schools and as a
compulsory school subject (Bolton 2011). Thus Mandarin Chinese has become a
compulsory subject in both primary and secondary schools after 1998, while
Cantonese has been used as the medium of instruction for content subjects in
Chinese-medium primary and secondary schools (Wang and Kirkpatrick 2015).
Under this policy, Chinese and English are taken to be the official languages,
while Cantonese is acknowledged as Hong Kong’s official spoken language.

As a result, almost 70% of English-medium secondary schools were con-
verted into Chinese-medium schools (Zeng 2007). The aim of the new policy is
to facilitate communication with the PRC, and this was perceived to increase
the status of Mandarin Chinese (Tan 1997). The policy of compulsory Chinese-
medium instruction has been criticized because many felt that it has led to a
decline in English standards (Poon, Lau, and Chu 2013). In addition, Evans
(2002) reports that English and Chinese-medium schooling creates a social di-
vide between the “elite” English stream and an “inferior” Chinese medium
stream. A call was made to remove the separate categorizations of the two mod-
els (Education Bureau 2010).

In the current situation, English still seems to be a language of high prestige
and continues to remain a co-official language of the government administration
and law institutes. It is also the language of higher education and economic de-
velopment. With 95% of the population speaking Cantonese, it is used in many
different domains, including in the government and media. Although Mandarin
Chinese is the national language, it has not been heavily imposed as the national
language, mainly because of the promise of the “One country, two systems” pol-
icy, allowing Hong Kong to be different (Bolton 2011).

In the 2015 census data (Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong 2015),
54.9% of the population rated themselves as Very Good and 31.7% as Good when
asked about their perceived language competence in Cantonese. On the use of
spoken English, 41.8% of participants rated themselves as Average and only
23.2% rated themselves as either Very Good or Good. Lastly, with Mandarin
Chinese, 41.1% rated themselves as Average while 24.6% rated themselves as
Very Good/Good, while 34.1% rated themselves as Not so good/No knowledge.
The survey results suggest that even in recent years, Cantonese is still widely
spoken and people are most comfortable with speaking in Cantonese. On the use
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of written Chinese, more than 70% of participants rated themselves as being
Very Good or Good but only 23.3% rated themselves as being Very Good or Good
in written English, with 41.6% of participants rating their proficiency as Average.
According to the 2016 census, approximately 36.6% of the population is trilin-
gual, and a vast majority (92%) of those between 15–34 are biliterate. This is evi-
dence of increased levels of trilingualism and also rising biliteracy among
Hong Kong speakers.

In 2017 (Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong 2017), the language
used for communication and for entertainment remained unchanged, with 90%
to 96% reporting the use of Cantonese as the main language of communication.
In addition, 88% to 94% of Hong Kongers aged 6 to 65 years old consumed
media mostly in Cantonese. This points to the undiminished vitality of Cantonese
as the home language.

3.2.3 Hong Kong now

The rising influence of Mandarin Chinese and English is visible. This is evident
in the language attitudes towards the different languages as seen from the survey
data, where 69% and 58% of persons aged 6 to 65+ in educational institutions
were willing to spend spare time studying English or Chinese, respectively.

Li (2017) shows that there has been a gradual positive shift in the attitudes
towards English. Before the 1980s, students were not as concerned about the
need to speak English, limiting its use to the professional workplace or in the
academic domain. However, from 1980 onwards, people became more aware of
the instrumental value of English as more students felt proud of being able to
speak better English than their peers. On the other hand, students were rather
indifferent towards Mandarin Chinese, even though it is the most commonly
spoken language in Mainland China. Most students also considered themselves
as “Hong Kongers” rather than Chinese or “Chinese Hong Kongers”.

Li (2002) described the relationship between Hong Kong residents and
English as a “love-hate” complex in post-colonial Hong Kong. Li (2018) also
pointed out that English is clearly seen as an international language and the lan-
guage of economic mobility. Therefore, many parents were more inclined to send
their children to English-medium schools. Yet, almost 90% of the population
speaks Cantonese with family, friends and peers and consumes electronic media
in Cantonese. There is little to no motivation to use English completely for intra-
ethnic communication. Also, the lack of English use in non-formal domains has
resulted in a lot of discomfort and reluctance for Hong Kongers learning English
to use the language actively. In this sense, Li’s (1999) evaluation of the status of
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English in post-colonial Hong Kong as a “value-added” language instead of an
“auxiliary” language still holds.

Bolton and Kwok (1992) point to an evolving tension between English,
Cantonese, and Mandarin Chinese in Hong Kong, where English has retained its
importance and prestige in the 21st century, serving as the language of the gov-
ernment, law, education, business and international trade. In their analysis,
Cantonese will continue to serve as the vernacular lingua franca for most of
Hong Kong’s Chinese. However, as pointed out by Simpson (2007), the years
ahead may see Mandarin Chinese surpassing English and Cantonese in certain
domains such as politics and administration due to the increasing influence the
PRC has in Hong Kong, world affairs and the world economy. Yet others like Li
(2018) argue that while the vitality of Cantonese may not be threatened by
English, it may be replaced by Mandarin Chinese in the educational domain. In a
series of studies using both matched-guise, surveys and interviews, Lai (2009,
2010, 2012, 2013) found further robust support for the strong vitality of Cantonese
and the positive orientation towards English. In addition, although Mandarin
Chinese was ranked below Cantonese and English in affective and pragmatic
measures, it was still ranked generally positive and, after 12 years, her findings
indicate an upward trend for positive orientation towards Mandarin Chinese. Her
prognosis is a levelling of influence of all three languages in Hong Kong. The out-
come could be a highly polyglossic situation with Mandarin Chinese and English
being the languages used in many formal domains and Cantonese serving as the
home language used within the family (Pierson 1988).

3.3 Malaysia

The history of colonization of Malaysia is a more complex one than Hong Kong’s
and involves other colonial interests (Portuguese and Dutch) in the region since
the 1500s. Malaysia as we know it today is a modern concept as prior to 1946, it
was a collection of small kingdoms each with its own Sultanates known as
Malaya. The Anglo-Dutch treaty in 1824 saw the Dutch ceding control of Malacca
to the British, ushering in the presence of the English in the Peninsula. British
influence only covered a set of states commonly referred to as British Malaya.
These were Singapore, Malacca, Penang and the Labuan islands. However, due
to the strategic location of Penang and Malacca, the influence of the British ex-
tended beyond the territories they had direct control over. At the same time, a
large segment of Malaya belonged to various princely states which coexisted out-
side the influence of British rule. The British stay in Malaya lasted from the early
18th century until 1957, and the large-scale movements of Chinese and Indian
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laborers during this period formed the basis of Malaysia’s multicultural makeup
that exists till today.

In terms of geographical span and linguistic diversity, Malaysia is the larg-
est and the most linguistically diverse in the group discussed in this chapter.
Apart from the 11 states in the Malay Peninsula, its jurisdiction includes the
Borneo states of Sabah and Sarawak. The population of Malaysia is approxi-
mately 32.4 million with Malays, Chinese and Indians forming the major ethnic
groups. Malay has the greatest number of speakers and is the national lan-
guage. The bumiputeras, “sons of the soil”, comprising Malays (50.1%) and
non-Malays indigenous to the Malaysian peninsula and Malaysian Borneo
(11.8%), form 69.1% of the population and the non-bumiputras, that is, the
Chinese5 and the Indians constitute 22.6% and 6.7% of the population, respec-
tively (Department of Statistics Malaysia 2018).

In total, 134 languages are spoken in Malaysia, 112 are indigenous languages
and 22 are non-indigenous languages (Simons and Fennig 2018). Bahasa Melayu
(“Malay”) is the official language with Mandarin Chinese and other Chinese lan-
guages (e.g. Cantonese, Hokkien, Hakka, Foochow and Teochew) commonly spo-
ken by the Chinese population. The Indian languages spoken in the community
are Tamil, Malayalam, Telugu, Bengali, Punjabi, Hindi and Gujarati. The indige-
nous population speaks languages that are vastly linguistically diverse ranging
from Mon-Khmer to Austronesian languages.

3.3.1 Malaysia before 1957

Under British rule, English was the official language and was the medium of
instruction in most schools located in urban areas. Malay, Chinese and Tamil
were classified as vernacular languages. These languages served as the medium
of instruction in vernacular schools (Hashim 2009), which were mostly found
in rural areas (Azmi 2013). The colonial government only provided funding to
English-medium schools and since these schools were located in urban areas,
most of the students were Chinese (Puteh 2010). If students were able to attend
English medium schools, they were more likely to have opportunities for fur-
ther education and employment. A dual system was also implemented for the
Malays, one for Malay peasantry and another for Malay nobility, which served
different purposes for the British, and only those of nobility were provided with

5 In 1957, the Chinese population was 38% of the total Malayan population of 6.3 million
(Hirschman 1980).
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an English education (Tan 2013). Before Malaysia’s independence, a committee
was set up to study the education system in Malaysia. Its findings, published in
the Barnes report (Central Advisory Committee on Education 1951), proposed a
single inter-racial school, which would provide six years of free bilingual (Malay-
English) education for all 6- to 12-year-olds. The committee recommended that
the Chinese and Indians give up their vernacular education to study in schools
that used Malay as the medium of instruction so that ethnic minority groups
studied Malay at the primary level and English at higher levels (Yang 1998).
Malay was chosen because the British preferred the Malay language since it was
the mother tongue of the dominant ethnic group (Gill 2005).

During this period, English education was reserved for the elites and people
of higher status among the local indigenous population. These were typically
wealthy Chinese traders, Eurasians or Malay aristocrats (Stephen 2013). English
became the language of prestige and power, even after Malaysia’s indepen-
dence (Lowenberg 1991). In contrast, Malay was the low status language. This
created a social divide which fermented through the post-war years fueling the
emphatic determination to redress the situation by those who did not have ac-
cess to English.

3.3.2 Post-1957 Malaysia

After gaining independence in 1957, language policies were largely driven by var-
ious concerns during different periods: the 1960s to 1980s, the 1990s, and the
21st century. In the post-independence period, English was an official language
alongside Malay from 1957 to 1967. One of the most immediate post-war concerns
was to build national unity and identity. A resulting language push was to make
Bahasa Melayu the national and official language, cementing its status as the
language of the government (Gill 2005). This was possible because Malays were
the dominant ethnic group, and they considered themselves to be bumiputeras in
comparison to the non-bumiputras who were immigrants. Another reason for this
choice was that the government saw Malay as the language that would build na-
tional unity and identity. As indicated earlier, this decision was also fueled by
the resentment the Malays felt towards the increasingly economically successful
Chinese and South Asians (Thirusanku and Yunus 2012). During this time, sup-
port for English was seen as a remnant of colonial times where English was only
taught to the elites and was associated with economic opportunity and profes-
sional mobility.

The move to make Malay the national and official language was enshrined in
the Malaysian Education Policy of 1961 and the National Language Act of 1967
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where Malay was officially made the national language and English became
a second language in the education system. School children were required to
study but not required to pass English (Gill 2006). Meanwhile, there was a prolif-
eration of independent vernacular schools in Mandarin Chinese and Tamil.
Children studying in vernacular schools were allowed to remain in those schools
but were required to attend one year of special transitional classes in Malay and
English, known as “remove classes”, to easily transition into Malay-medium sec-
ondary schools (Dumaniga, David, and Symaco 2012). During this period, the
anti-colonialist sentiments displaced English and there was a resistance to any-
thing associated with English (Asmah 1992), leading to the conversion of many
English-medium schools into Malay-medium schools. Ironically, these changes
drew more pronounced boundaries around the three ethnic groups. The follow-
ing description by Stephen (2013: 5) succinctly captures these divisions:

As a result, at the time of Independence, Malaya had a divided education system which
separated the bumiputera Malays and the non-bumiputera Chinese and Indian communi-
ties. The schools were located based on ethnic group locations, i.e. in the kampungs, or
rural villages (Malay-medium alongside religious education in Arabic), in towns (English-
medium and Chinese-medium), and in the plantations (Tamil-medium). Education was
available in the different languages and each type of school followed its own curriculum,
which served different purposes from the curricula in the other schools.

Even though English was retained as a co-official national language alongside
Malay, the National Language Act of 1967 removed the official status of English
in the Peninsula. The status and role of English was significantly reduced, from
being the only language taught during the colonial time, to being taught in
schools as a second language. From 1969 onwards, Malay became the medium
of instruction at all levels in the education system.

In 1993, the Prime Minister announced that English would once again be in-
troduced as a medium of instruction for science and technology courses (Zaaba
et al. 2011). In 1996, the Education Act and the Private Higher Education
Institution Act were introduced. The Education Act allowed English to be used as
the medium of instruction in technical areas while the latter allowed the use of
English in overseas institutions that had campuses in Malaysia. Malay was made
a compulsory subject in private institutions (Puteh 2010). However, the use of
Malay as the main medium of instruction in higher education resulted in a decline
in English proficiency with graduates having difficulty finding jobs. Due to global-
ization pressures, in 2003, English was re-instated as the medium of instruction
for mathematics and science in primary and secondary schools (Azmi 2013).

Malay originally replaced English in the hope of removing the inequality
present among the different ethnic groups. This was a problem because much
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of the scientific and technological knowledge was in English. Translation capa-
bilities were not advanced enough to keep up with the proliferation of informa-
tion (Gill 2005). Meanwhile, in the wider world, English grew to be the major
lingua franca for business and international trade and the demand for English
proficiency grew even in Malaysia itself. This is what led to a partial reversal of
the policy in 2003.

One reason was the lack of suitably qualified staff to teach mathematics
and science subjects in English. With the general election in 2008, there was a
change in political leadership and the government decided that this policy
would be phased out by 2012 (Zaaba et al. 2011). In 2011, a new policy was
introduced called Memartabatkan Bahasa Malaysia dan Memperkukuhkan
Penguasaan Bahasa Inggeris (MBMMBI), “To Uphold Bahasa Malaysia and to
Strengthen the English Language” (Tharmalingam 2012). Here, the political
message was to develop English but not at the expense of Malay. The English
Language Standards and Quality Council (2015: 26) proposed that the target
for Malaysia’s English education system would be “the production of school
leavers and graduates with the level of English proficiency they need to make
themselves employable in the modern globalized world”, thereby, aligning
Malaysia with the world’s standards in terms of English proficiency (Kaur and
Shapii 2018). Yet, this has been seen by many as the further strengthening of
the position of the Malay language parallel to a decline of English (Darmi and
Albion 2013).

3.3.3 Small languages in Malaysia

Lost in this debate are the numerous smaller languages as Malaysia is also
home to 134 other indigenous languages that face extinction because of the
small marginalized populations that speak these languages. Since Bahasa
Melayu and English are such dominant languages, Malaysians perceive that
knowledge of indigenous languages is an obstacle to development and upward
mobility. Despite the threat of extinction of these minority languages, their
speakers are still advocating for their preservation, for example, the Bidayuh
community in Sarawak where a variety of the language is being taught in cer-
tain preschools (Ting and Campbell 2017). It is also evident that proactive ap-
proaches can help in language preservation. Coluzzi, Riget, and Wang (2013)
report that there is a high degree of vitality of Mah Meri on Carey Island be-
cause of the positive attitudes that the native speakers have of the language as
well as the high degree of language maintenance in the community, although
there are also signs of language shift.
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The general prognosis for small indigenous languages in Malaysia is grim
(David, Cavallaro, and Coluzzi 2009). The spread of Malay and English is perva-
sive and these pose severe dangers to minority languages. The researchers call
for “functional bilingualism” – that is, acquiring the languages that are more
beneficial for education and economic purposes without forgetting the native
language. The issue is that “functional” here is used in a one-sided sense. For
bilingualism to be functional, both languages have to be significant and mean-
ingful in bilinguals’ life. Even the descriptor here sounds the death knell for
these minority languages as these languages are clearly not required in educa-
tion and economy. Hence, unless they retain a strong cultural role, erosion of
their use seems inevitable.

3.3.4 Malaysia now

Today, there are three mediums of instruction in Malaysia. Malay is the medium
of instruction in both primary and secondary schools, while languages such as
Mandarin Chinese and Tamil are used in vernacular schools. English is learned
as a second language in both vernacular and Malay schools. How, Chan, and
Abdullah (2015) conducted a study with students from vernacular Tamil and
Chinese schools and found that 81.6% of Chinese and 74.58% of Tamil school
students used Mandarin and Tamil at home, respectively. These students did
not consider Bahasa Malay to be a dominant or a preferred language. More sig-
nificantly, Malay ranked the lowest in vitality; it is used infrequently and is
clearly not a preferred language. The participants were also accepting of
English as a language to form a hybrid Malaysian identity, highlighting how
the international language is emphasized more than the national language de-
spite the educational policies favoring Malay since 1957.

Even though Malay is not used as a lingua franca among the Chinese and
the Indians, it is the most commonly used inter-ethnic lingua franca among the
different ethnic groups in Malaysia. This contrasts with Singapore where
English is the main inter-ethnic language. There is not much research on lan-
guage attitudes in Malaysia but the little there is suggests a keen desire for
English proficiency and a recognition that English is the language of trade and
diplomacy (Crismore, Ngeow, and Soo 1996; Ting 2003). However, as pointed
out by Muniandy et al. (2010), English is gaining more importance and rele-
vance in the country. Presently, English is used in various domains such as in
business as well as academic settings; and the growth of English in the wider
community may change the current status of language use. Albury (2017) drew
attention to an interesting trend in recent years where Chinese, Malay and
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Indian students have been fostering inter-ethnic inclusiveness through the use
of Bahasa Rojak, or Manglish. Manglish, as described by students, is a phenom-
enon of language contact and is essentially code-mixing of Malay and English
to facilitate inter-ethnic cohesiveness.

3.4 Singapore

As indicated in section 3.3, Singapore was part of British Malaya and the begin-
ning of British rule in Singapore can be dated to 1819 with the arrival in
Singapore of its founder, Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles. The sociolinguistics of
Singapore has been chronicled in various places (Bolton and Ng 2014; Cavallaro
and Ng 2014; Cavallaro, Ng, and Tan in press) and the following will be a sum-
mary of the above research. In surface area, Singapore is roughly one-third the
size of Hong Kong. Geographically, it sits in close proximity to Malaysia, a giant
in terms of land size and resources. Apart from sharing a similar colonial past
with Malaysia, Singapore also shares the same ethnic demography as Malaysia
(albeit in different proportions) with a more limited indigenous population.

Like Hong Kong, Singapore is a densely populated metropolis of 5.5 million
and growing, but unlike Hong Kong and similar to Malaysia, it is multilingual
and multicultural. In terms of population growth, Singapore followed the same
trajectory as Hong Kong beginning with 13,750 in 1826 to the 5.5 million in the
2015 census. While the acceleration of Hong Kong’s population growth was fu-
eled by political upheavals in the PRC prior to 1960, Singapore’s population
growth has been gradual, only rising precipitously post-1960. However, 20% of
this is accounted for by a foreign work force. Singapore is also more similar to
Hong Kong in the higher number of ethnically Chinese in its population make
up. As can be seen in Table 3.1, throughout the last 60 or so years, the Chinese
have remained as the majority at approximately 75% of the population, the
Malays at 14% and the Indians at about 8–9%.

3.4.1 Singapore before independence (1965)

As early as the 1200s, Singapore was a major trade stop between the Indian
Ocean and the South China Sea. From all historical accounts, prior to the arrival
of Raffles, Singapore was a sleepy fishing village already highly linguistically di-
versified in its tiny population. There are, however, very definite historical re-
cords since the arrival of the British to the island. Raffles’ own words described
Singapore as multi-ethnic in the composition of its inhabitants. The list of
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speakers/inhabitants included Malay, Bugis, Javanese, Siam, Burmese, Arabic,
Pali, Madurese, Chinese, etc. (Raffles 1819). This marked the beginning of a long
relationship between the British and Singapore, and the rise of Singapore as a
booming seaport. In 1826, Singapore became part of the Straits Settlements along
with Penang and Malacca as an outlying residency of the British East India
Company. From around 10,683 people living on the island in the first census of
1824, more than 200,000 called Singapore their home by the turn of the century.
The ethnic makeup also changed in that time from 60% Malays in the 1820s to
56.2% Chinese as early as the 1880s (Lim 2008).

Under the British rule starting in 1824, there was minimal involvement of the
colonial government in the education system, and the British mostly adopted a
laissez-faire policy where each language community took care of their own needs.
The British only gave funding to English and Malay schools because they saw the
Malay Language as the vernacular of Singapore (Doraisamy 1969). However, the
first goverment school in Singapore was set up to educate the children of local
chiefs and acted as a premier learning institution to facilitate research in various
aspects such as the history and resources of other countries (Buckley 1984). Raffles
applied to the East Indian Company to set up a school with the specific purpose of
“civilizing” the natives and propagating European ideas. As in Malaysia, the main
aim of the school was to educate the sons of the elite and the privileged. This
school was founded in 1823 and evolved to the present-day Raffles Institution.

On the other hand, missionary groups and clan associations formed schools
for Chinese, Malay and Tamil children, and no support was given to these
schools by the colonial government. There was no common national syllabus in
Singapore and schools mainly taught in their own languages and with their
own curricula. This meant that children were largely exposed to their own lan-
guages in the school system. Before WWII, 5,800 students were enrolled in
Malay schools, while 38,000 were in Chinese schools and 1,000 in Tamil
schools (Doraisamy 1969). Therefore, there was a very compartmentalized form
of education which segregated the different ethnic groups. This is reminiscent

Table 3.1: Ethnic composition of Singapore residents (%).
Source: Department of Statistics (2001, 2006, 2010, 2015); Kuo (1980).

Chinese Malay Indian Others

 . . . .
 . . . .
 . . . .
 . . . .
 . . . .
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of post-independence Malaysia. As in Malaysia, this system created a divide be-
tween the wealthier English-educated class who was rewarded with better job
prospects and the rest (Kwan 2000).

Although English was already the working language in Singapore, there
were debates over the medium of instruction in government primary schools in
the 1930s. Many were in favor of an English education, as English would mean
better job prospects. The fact that English-educated Singaporeans were drawing
higher incomes created an economic schism in the community between the
English and Chinese educated. In the years before 1945, enrollment in vernacu-
lar schools plummeted (Abshire 2011). Being pragmatic, parents were sending
their children to English schools due to the promise of better job opportunities
with English as a first language (Ho 2016).

In 1963, Singapore was briefly merged with Malaya in a bid to form a politi-
cal alliance. During the merger with Malaya, Malay was adopted as the national
language in Singapore. During this period, Malay gained unprecedented impor-
tance. Civil servants were sent to learn Malay, and Malay was made a
compulsory second language in all schools. In 1956, Lee Kuan Yew spoke of his
shared regret with Nehru that he could not speak his own mother tongue as well
as he could speak English and emphasized, as Josey (1968: 64) put it: “that an
age was passing, an age in Malaya and Singapore in which the English and the
English-educated ruled the roost”. At that time, Malay was poised to become the
main language in Singapore as it did in Malaysia. However, history took a differ-
ent course leading to Malaysia’s and Singapore’s divergent language routes.

3.4.2 Singapore after independence

After the failed merger and Singapore’s independence in 1965, the government
implemented a number of reforms, including a new common syllabus for all
school subjects and reinstated all four major languages – English, Chinese, Malay
and Tamil – as the four official languages of Singapore. Children were given free
primary education in any of the four languages, depending on the parents’
choices (Tan 1997). Amongst the four languages, English was taken to be the lan-
guage of the workplace and an important lingua franca because it was thought to
be important for commercial development and international trade. However, the
increasing emphasis on English as a tool for social and economic mobility led to
the dominance of English and, in turn, to many undesirable cultural influences
termed as “Westernization” (Chua 1995). Also, English was seen as a colonial lan-
guage, and it was felt that the adoption of a monolingual English policy would
have detrimental effects on Singapore’s cultural identity (Lee 2000).
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So, in 1966, a bilingual policy was implemented and was made compulsory
in schools. In its original form, the language policy stated that the four official
languages were the medium of instruction. The majority of schools at that time
were English-medium. However, there were also a number of Tamil-, Malay- and
Mandarin-medium schools. By 1987, nonetheless, all of these were closed be-
cause of decreasing enrollment (Cavallaro and Ng 2014; Tan 2007). Therefore,
most students were instructed in English but were also required to study a
“mother tongue”,6 depending on their ethnicity.

In 1979, the government implemented the “Speak Mandarin Campaign”,
which aimed at uniting the different Chinese vernacular groups and to facilitate
communication in Mandarin among the Chinese (Gopinathan 1998, 2004). It is
important to note that the Chinese community spoke various Chinese vernacu-
lars, referred to as “dialects”. It is also worth noting that in 1957, 80% of the
population in Singapore spoke Hokkien at home (Kuo 1980). However, with the
Speak Mandarin Campaign, the use of Chinese dialects fell drastically and is
still declining today: census data show indeed that it has fallen from 76.2% in
1980 to 12.2% in 2015 (Department of Statistics 2015). In the then Prime Minister
Lee Kuan Yew’s words (Lee 1980: 9): “In fact, dialects have no economic value
in Singapore. Their cultural value is also very low. English has cultural value.
Mandarin has cultural value and will also have economic value 20 years later”.

Another concern that arose was the use of the colloquial English variety,
Singlish. This is a variety of English born due to language contact between
the different languages in Singapore and is mostly used in home domains and
for everyday communication among people from different backgrounds. In
2000, the government initiated the Speak Good English Movement (SGEM) to
discourage the use of Singlish and to promote the use of Standard English.
Even so, Singlish is widely used among Singaporeans and is seen as a symbol
of Singaporean identity (Rubdy 2003).

3.4.3 Singapore now

The series of language policies and relentless campaigns left an indelible mark
on current language use. At present, the percentages of languages spoken at
home are shown in Table 3.2.

6 In the Singapore context, “mother tongue” does not refer to the language one first learned
during childhood, but instead refers to the language Singaporeans are assigned to learn in
school, usually based on their father’s ethnicity. This may or may not be one’s ancestral family
language.
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What is clear from Table 3.2 is the dramatic rise in the use of English and
Mandarin since independence. Table 3.3 shows the changes in language use
across the ethnic groups. What we can see is an increase in the use of
English at home by all groups, with a more rapid rise among the Chinese.
What is also significant is the decline in the use of Chinese vernaculars in
Singapore. Essentially, the country has a post 1975 population likely to be
made up of English dominant bilinguals. It is not uncommon now to find
that the younger generations feel more comfortable speaking English as
compared to their “mother tongue”, while Chinese vernaculars are slowly
disappearing from the language repertoire of younger Singaporeans. Over
the last 10 years or so, there seems to have been a stabilization in the use of
Mandarin and Tamil.

Table 3.2: Speakers of the main languages in Singapore (%).
Source: Department of Statistics, 2010, 2015.

English Mandarin Chinese
Vernaculars

Tamil Malay

 . . . . .
 . . . . .
 . . . . .
 . . . . .
 . . . . .
 . . . . .

Table 3.3: Languages spoken in Singapore across 35 years by ethnic group (%).

Ethnic
Group

Language Spoken at home     

Chinese English . . . . .
Mandarin .  . . .
Chinese vernaculars . . . . .

Malays English . . .  .
Malay . . . . .

Indians English . . . . .
Tamil . . . . .
Malay . . . . .
Other Indian languages . . . . 
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What is fascinating about Singapore is that the more heated debate is about
the validity and solidarity of Singapore English. As discussed in Cavallaro, Ng,
and Tan (in press), despite some linguistic insecurity on the part of the State,
Singaporeans do feel they have ownership of English and identify with English
more than they do with other languages. It is the language they are schooled in
and it has also now become the language that they bond with. The majority of
Singaporeans is functionally bilingual and can speak at least English plus one
other language. Although there is still some strong tendency for Singaporeans to
show covert denigration of their more distinctive local variety (see Cavallaro and
Ng 2009; Cavallaro, Seilhamer, and Ng 2014), overtly, Singlish is celebrated as a
distinctive Singaporean variety. Mandarin Chinese is also used amongst the
Singaporean Chinese; yet, it has not become the default intra-ethnic lingua
franca. Instead, English is used among bilinguals. Typically, Singaporeans will
only use Mandarin Chinese to older speakers who do not speak English. Malay
Singaporeans are possibly the most bilingual of the three ethnic groups. But as
indicated by Cavallaro and Serwe (2010), this may well change in the next decade
with language shift also creeping up on them.

3.5 Conclusion

In these three cases, we argue that while colonial history laid the foundation for
the introduction of English, it is the demographic features of each State that have
determined the language ecology of each country at the initial point of decoloni-
zation. The British neglect of the vernaculars and the privileging of English no
doubt led to the emergence of English as the language of the elite. However,
Hong Kong’s change from a predominantly Cantonese speaking population to
one characterized by trilingualism is clearly due to local and/or internal lan-
guage decisions. In particular, the rise of Mandarin Chinese was artificially intro-
duced through the classroom and the media. In the case of Malaysia, the
postcolonial political will to supplant English with Malay in an attempt to forge
national identity and address inequality was partially successful as Malay is now
the intra-ethnic lingua franca. One could speculate that had the merger between
Malaysia and Singapore been successful, this might well have been the outcome
for Singapore. Given that the importance of English was felt keenly in Singapore
as far back as 1930 and vernacular schools had already started dwindling by
1945, this scenario was unlikely in this state. However, had the momentum to
introduce Malay classes as part of the curriculum in Singapore continued, most
Singaporeans might have been trilingual. What is interesting is that despite

44 Bee Chin Ng and Francesco Cavallaro

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



active suppression of English in the school system in Malaysia during the decolo-
nization process, English was still the preferred language of prestige, just as it
still is today. In Singapore, the active promotion of Mandarin Chinese to replace
other Chinese languages as the intra-ethnic language promoted English as the
pan-Chinese intra-ethnic language instead. So, it seems that the survival force of
English is strong, not because of the colonial past but because of the global and
instrumental growth of English in the new economy. This is supported by the sta-
tus of English in countries which were not colonized by England, for example
Indonesia and Vietnam. In these countries, English has also enjoyed unprece-
dented rise that far outstrips Dutch or French (their respective colonial lan-
guages). The homogenizing force of the global market will continue to propel the
use of English in these three cases. However, in all three cases, the capacity of
agencies like governments and, through them, schools to transform language
use and language ecology of a community is profound. To use a taste analogy,
colonialism may have given Hong Kong, Malaysia and Singapore a specific flavor
which they each have actively adapted and modulated to produce their own dis-
tinctive and unmistakable taste.

In conclusion, we must point out the common bias made by Western schol-
ars who take colonialism as the starting point of historical narratives and fail to
see that these “colonies” have a rich and diverse history before them.
Eventually what takes root is not what the colonial past dictated but what the
locals wish to nourish:

The colonial experience did not erase the past for Southeast Asians; the colonial period
did introduce new structures and practices, but although this experience may have ob-
scured their past and temporarily deflected Southeast Asians, it did not stop them from
evolving a modern system based on their indigenous cultural and political heritage.
Anything Southeast Asians may have absorbed from the colonial experience or from the
West in general has been conditioned and legitimized by their own cultural and historical
perceptions and experiences (Mccloud 2018: 19).
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Lennart Bartelheimer, Britta Hufeisen and Simona Montanari

4 Multilingualism in Europe

4.1 Introduction

4.1.1 Multilingualism in Europe: A relevant topic?

Months of protests, riots, a national assembly paralyzed by obstructionism, and
even a pistol duel between a member of parliament and a prime minister – these
were the consequences of the Badeni Language Ordinances issued in 1897 during
the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy. The ordinances aimed to give the German
and Czech languages equal status in the Austrian crown lands of Bohemia and
Moravia, which were inhabited by Germans and Czechs alike. Instead, they gave
rise to the monarchy’s gravest crisis, fueling nationalism and turning political
disputes in the Imperial and Royal Monarchy into violent conflicts (see e.g.,
Burger 1994; Krzoska 2005).

Fast-forward 120 years to 2017, where in the German federal state of Baden-
Württemberg the curtain was brought down (at least for the time being) on a de-
bate that had raged bitterly for years regarding foreign language instruction in
the state’s primary schools. The fifteen-year-long practice of introducing foreign
language instruction in the first grade (French in the areas bordering France and
English in the rest of the state) was eliminated. The responses to the decision
were controversial, as were the discussions leading up to it (on the arguments in
favor, see Philologenverband Baden-Württemberg 2017; on those against, see
Maldacker 2017). Over the years, lawsuits had already been filed again and again
against the state of Baden-Württemberg and its decades-long practice of starting
with French rather than English as the first foreign language in schools in areas
along the Rhine River (bordering France) (see Hans 2007).

While these two examples are rooted in two fundamentally unrelated histori-
cal contexts, they make a very clear point: language matters. Languages, lan-
guage policy, and multilingualism are deeply relevant topics in Europe today
and always have been. This significance is reinforced by the fact that Europe’s
societies are in a state of upheaval owing to the ongoing processes of inner-
European unification – and in some places unfortunately also estrangement – as
well as to migration and advancing globalization at the international level. This
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shows that languages are, just as in the past, nearly always used as a defining
factor for national and cultural identities.

The aims of this chapter are twofold: firstly, we intend to provide an over-
view of the status, origins, and various manifestations of multilingualism – some
of which are very diverse, such as regional multilingualism, national multilin-
gualism, regional minority and immigrant languages – that exist in different
European countries. Secondly, we offer an overview of (foreign) language policy,
language programs, and institutions at the European level and explain how re-
search, teaching, and work are conducted in this area in different contexts.

In this chapter, we make a distinction between multilingualism and multilin-
gual learning on the one hand (Festman, Poarch, and Dewaele 2017), and
bilingualism and learning a (first) foreign language on the other (Jessner 2006; ten
Thije and Zeevaert 2007). In particular, we refer to “multilingualism” as the ability
to interact in more than two languages, whether an individual grows up with
three or more languages or whether he/she has learned at least two languages in
addition to his or her first. Indeed, linguistic research investigating multilingual-
ism always involves at least three languages. It assumes that learning a second
foreign language is by various standards substantially different than learning a
first foreign language and is not simply repeated second language acquisition.

4.1.2 What is Europe?

Europe can be defined in different ways: Europe as a geographical entity, i.e., as
a continent, from Ireland to the Ural Mountains; Europe as a political entity, i.e.,
the European Union; or Europe as an object of language policy, debated by insti-
tutions such as the Council of Europe. In this chapter, we deal with the perspec-
tive of the Council of Europe, one of whose important aims is the preservation of
Europe’s linguistic diversity. In Europe, a wide range of different languages is
spoken, independent of nations and national territories. There are a large number
of official languages, as well as languages in the sense of dialects or language
varieties, along with regional minority languages and immigrant languages. In
this regard, Europe is a plurilingual continent with a number of officially mono-
lingual but also bilingual and multilingual countries. For example, while France
and Germany are officially monolingual countries (with French and German, re-
spectively), there are more or less recognized regional minority languages (such
as Basque or Breton in France, or Danish or Sorbian in Germany) as well as
widely spoken immigrant languages (Arabic in France and Turkish in Germany).
Most inhabitants of both national territories speak a number of different
languages, making both countries in fact plurilingual. Belgium is a trilingual
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country in which Dutch, French, and German are spoken, although this does not
mean that all of Belgium’s inhabitants are trilingual. In Norway, in contrast, there
are two varieties of Norwegian, Nynorsk and Bokmål, which all Norwegians un-
derstand. Switzerland, with four official languages (German, French, Italian, and
Rhaeto-Romance) and Luxembourg, with the languages French, German, and
Luxembourgish, are also multilingual countries.

Because of the diversity of Europe’s linguistic landscape, plurilingualism and
multilingualism are social phenomena and objects of sociolinguistic research. At
the same time, these phenomena are also studied at the individual level from the
perspectives of psycholinguistics and applied linguistics. For example, research
conducted from applied or psycholinguistic perspectives tends to study English as
a language of wider communication, as the most widely learned foreign language,
as the foreign language learned first, or as a teaching language (“English-medium
instruction”) (Lasagabaster 2016). Studies test, for example, the extent to which
the acquisition of English as the first foreign language draws on learners’ existing
multilingualism, or how it can prepare for subsequent foreign language learning
(Jessner 2006). Another line of research investigating the acquisition of typical sec-
ond foreign languages – in other words, those learned subsequent to the first for-
eign language (usually English) – tends to focus on questions about how learners
draw on previously learned languages in order to make novel language learning
more effective, efficient, challenging, and more routine (Meißner 2010).

In this chapter, we focus on the various manifestations of multilingualism
and the (foreign) language policy, language programs, and institutions that sup-
port it at the European level. Since Europe is a construct that can be defined in
so many ways and is characterized by plurilingualism, multilingualism, and
great cultural diversity, in the sections below we use specific examples from one
or more countries or regions to illustrate the particular aspects discussed. In the
context of this chapter, it will not be possible to present the entire spectrum of
extraordinarily vital linguistic research into multilingualism without being selec-
tive. For this reason, our observations are primarily based on language-policy
sources and on a limited number of representative research sources.

4.2 Multilingualism in different countries
in Europe

Europe may be the cradle of the notion of the nation-state, and language has al-
ways played a central role as a significant sign of an individual’s affiliation with
a nation. This may, however, belie the fact that even in Europe, multilingualism
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has always been and continues to be a given, although the extent of multilin-
gualism varies. As already mentioned in the introduction and as the examples
below repeatedly make clear, the status of multilingualism today is frequently
the result of long historical processes, and the topic of language or languages
and the relationship of different languages to each other has often been the
object of political controversy and heated debates. Political changes continue to
influence language development and use – which is visible, for example, in
Southeast Europe with the (re-)separation of the Serbo-Croatian language into
Bosnian, Croatian, and Serbian after the disintegration of Yugoslavia. Catalan as-
pirations for independence from Spain show another example of political and lin-
guistic pluralism in an otherwise relatively stable country.

However, it is often difficult to find appropriate ways to describe the phe-
nomena involved. The term “official language” is only of limited use in describ-
ing the language that is used within a country, since it suggests a state of clarity
and unambiguity that frequently does not exist in reality. For instance, there are
countries with a single official language, countries in which several languages
are valid as official languages at the national level, countries in which certain
languages are valid as official languages in certain regions, and those in which
several languages are used in different areas of the political administration.
Ammon (2015: 202–203) proposed the terms “solo-official” for languages that
are the only official language in their respective countries and “co-official” for
those that are official languages alongside one or more others. In general, forms
of regional and national multilingualism can be distinguished from forms that
constitute a blend of the two. Regional multilingualism means that there are dif-
ferent languages used in different geographical areas in one country, while
national multilingualism means that different languages are used in the country
as a whole. Furthermore, a myriad of other languages that have no official status
(e.g., immigrant and some regional languages) can be widely spoken within and
across countries. Below we present several examples of multilingualism in dif-
ferent regions of Europe.

4.2.1 Regional multilingualism: Belgium and Switzerland

Belgian society is divided into French-speaking Wallonia, in the southern part of
the country, and Flanders in the north, where Dutch is spoken. The division of
the Netherlands in the seventeenth century into a Protestant region in the north
and a Catholic area in the south gave rise to this situation. Today, the national
border between the Netherlands and Belgium still tends to follow denomina-
tional rather than linguistic lines. The language border bisects the Belgian
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country, dividing Belgium into Dutch-speaking Flanders and French-speaking
Wallonia. The social and political developments of the subsequent centuries
gave rise to a dualism between the two groups. Unlike in Ireland, for example,
where religious denomination became the main marker of division between
different groups, in Belgium, it is language. French gained the status as the lan-
guage of the higher society and education. The growing wealth in Wallonia,
rooted in the rise of heavy industry, led to Walloon self-confidence that the
Flemish did not appreciate so much (which inverted somewhat after the decline
of heavy industry in the late twentieth century). This dualism persisted even after
Belgium achieved independence in the nineteenth century, leading to a highly
complex structure of languages (Witte and Van Velthofen 1999).

Today’s Belgium is a federation with three official languages: Dutch,
French, and German. At the national level, however, only Dutch and French
are used but with equal status. All laws are published in both Dutch and
French, for example. At the federal level, there is a complex relationship be-
tween various authorities: the regions and the communities, each having their
own parliaments, governments, and political competencies. Brussels, as the
capital of the country, has over decades turned into a French-speaking island
in a Flemish-speaking environment, as it is geographically located in Flanders.
Today, the city is officially bilingual, and conflicts with the monolingual
neighboring towns are always present. Multiple constitutional reforms in the
1970s and 1980s greatly expanded the communities’ competencies, thus grant-
ing them extensive autonomy in the areas of culture, language, teaching, and
administration. The German-speaking community, whose administration is
conducted in both German and French, has a special status in this structure
because it is geographically located in French-speaking Wallonia, but has
some special legislation concerning the official use of German. The school sys-
tem is particularly noteworthy. While the language of instruction in this region
is German, from third grade on, French is part of the curriculum, and in sec-
ondary school, it is the language of instruction in some cases (Ammon 2015:
236–237). Most parents in this part of Belgium support this educational policy
based on German-French bilingualism, in stark contrast with the situation in
the German federal state of Baden-Württemberg as described in the introduc-
tion. School policy differs between the communities, but the introduction of
other foreign languages in the curriculum occurs later than in most other
countries in Europe: even English is studied by only 46.3% of the students at
the high school level (see Eurostat 2016: 3).

A similar territorially determined form of multilingualism exists in
Switzerland. The Confederatio Helvetica is one of the most federally structured
countries in the world, with four official languages at the national level, spoken
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in relatively clearly delineated language regions. However, the political au-
thority to determine the official language(s) is delegated to the cantonal level.
Of twenty-six cantons, fourteen are German-speaking, four are French-speak-
ing, and one is Italian-speaking. In addition, three cantons are German- and
French-speaking and one canton (Grisons) has three official languages:
German, Italian and Rhaeto-Romance (Ammon 2015: 219). As in Belgium,
Switzerland’s language regions are relatively clearly delineated. In other
words, few individuals in Switzerland are multilingual from birth. Rather,
they learn the first language(s) of their fellow citizens in foreign language in-
struction at school, which is also regulated at the cantonal level. At present,
this foreign language instruction is hotly debated. While for a long time there
was consensus that one of the official languages of Switzerland should be the
first foreign language to be taught in school, English is now increasingly
being taught as the first foreign language, especially in the German-speaking
parts of Switzerland. In 2009, the HarmoS Concordat took effect with the aim
of harmonizing most of the cantons’ school systems. Article 4.1 of the
Concordat stipulates the latest point at which foreign languages are to be in-
troduced (fifth grade for the first foreign language and seventh grade for the
second) but does not define which language should be learned first. Since
then, many German-speaking cantons have introduced English as the first for-
eign language and French as the second (Swiss Academies of Arts and
Sciences 2015: 2).

4.2.2 National multilingualism: Luxembourg

The tiny Duchy of Luxembourg has three official national languages.
However, the relationship of the three languages to each other is fundamen-
tally different than in Belgium or Switzerland (Berg 1993). While the former
constitution of Luxembourg of 1848 declared German and French official lan-
guages with equal status and the amended constitution of 1948 delegated the
question of an official language to a language law that was yet to be written,
most of Luxembourg’s citizens consider Luxembourgish (Letzeburgisch) to be
their real first language. While nearly all Luxembourg’s citizens speak the
other two languages fluently, Luxembourgish is still the key feature in the
constitution of Luxembourgish identity (Ammon 2015: 224–225). The relation-
ship between the three languages used at the official level was not formally
regulated until the Languages Law of 1984 was adopted. All three languages
are “administrative languages,” with Luxembourgish, which previously was
not accorded official status, now declared a national language. French has,
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for the most part, established itself as the language of legislation and internal
administration. While German is permitted in administrative and judicial con-
texts, in actuality, it plays a minor role, and its status is likely to diminish in
the future (Ammon 2015: 227–228). Unlike in Belgium, trilingualism in
Luxembourg is not territorially bound. In principle, all three languages are
present throughout the country. This comes to bear particularly in the school
system, where all three languages are equally mandatory for all children en-
rolled in school, both as teaching languages and for language instruction.
While the classroom language for preschool and primary school is primarily
Luxembourgish/Letzeburgisch, reading proficiency is taught in German,
which is closer to Letzeburgisch than French. Starting in second grade, French
is introduced as an additional language of instruction and, by the secondary
level, it is the main one (Ammon 2015: 228–229).

4.2.3 Mixed forms of regional and national multilingualism:
The Norwegian example

Norway provides an example of mixed forms of regional and national multilin-
gualism. Norwegian has two official languages, or two separate written stand-
ards: Bokmål (‘book language’) and Nynorsk (‘New Norwegian,’ ‘new’ in the
sense of contemporary or modern). Bokmål derives from Riksmål (‘national
language’), the Norwegian variety heavily influenced by Danish from the four-
teenth century until 1814, when Norway was part of the Kingdom of Denmark.
Despite the strong influence of Danish, the older Faroe Island-influenced dia-
lects (referred to as Landmål [‘country language’]) have remained alive across
the centuries, especially in the rural areas of western Norway. After the sepa-
ration from Denmark and influenced by the nationalist and Romantic zeitgeist
that took all of Europe by storm in the nineteenth century, the social status of
Landmål was elevated, with the Norwegian philologist and linguist Ivar Aasen
normalizing it to produce a standard variety – today’s Nynorsk and Norway’s
second national language. Since the two languages Bokmål and Nynorsk are
closely related and Norwegian is still strongly characterized by dialects, the
differences between the two languages are mainly in the written form. Today
Nynorsk is still mainly used in western Norway (see Vikør 2015), while Bokmål
is used in the rest of the country. Both varieties are mutually intelligible
and there are no communication problems when people use any of them.
Concerning communication with foreigners, English is understood all over the
country and is taught to all children beginning in primary school (see Eurostat
2016: 2).
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4.2.4 Regional minority languages: The European Charter
for Regional or Minority Languages and the debate
in France as an example

In several other European countries, regional minority languages exist with dif-
ferent official statuses, including in Spain, Italy, Estonia, and Romania. For ex-
ample, in Spain, Spanish is in official use throughout the country and spoken by
99% of the population. Yet other languages have legal and co-official status in
some of the seventeen autonomous communities (comunidades autónomas):
Basque in the Basque Country, Catalan in Catalonia and the Balearic Islands,
Galician in Galicia, and the Valencian dialect of Catalan in the community of
Valencia (Dirección de Documentación del Senado 2013). Some of these lan-
guages have daily newspapers and significant book publishing and media pres-
ence in those communities, and in the cases of Catalan and Galician, they are the
main languages used by the Catalan and Galician regional governments and
local administrations. In addition, a number of citizens in these areas consider
their regional language as their primary language and Spanish as secondary.

While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to list all of the regional lan-
guages used in Europe, it is still important to acknowledge the overall European
policy on these languages. In 1992, the Council of Europe adopted the European
Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (ECRML). The goal was not only to
protect and promote regional minority languages as part of Europe’s cultural
wealth, but also to establish the use of regional minority languages in both the
private and public spheres as a human right (see the preamble to the European
Charter). To this end, in addition to other measures, the charter also calls for
classroom instruction and educational opportunities to be offered in regional mi-
nority languages (Art. 8). However, only 33 out of 47 Member States have signed
the charter and 25 have ratified it (see European Charter).

This particular topic is hotly debated in France. Since the French Revolution,
the French language has been a central pillar of the nation’s unity. Even today,
some people there consider regional minority languages such as Basque,
Breton, or Occitan to be more of a nuisance than an asset (Wright 2000).
Furthermore, in 1999 the French Constitutional Council decided that part of the
charter violated the French Constitution, which defines French as the republic’s
language (Ministère de la Culture 2013: 23–24). While a constitutional amend-
ment and ratification of the charter were adopted by the National Assembly in
2014 and debated in the Senate in 2015, they have not yet entered into force
(Council of Europe, n.d.). Nevertheless, on the level of local politics and civil
society, there are efforts to keep the regional languages alive and to integrate
them into everyday life, for example in the form of bilingual street signs and
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language education (Coyos 2016 for Basque; Adam and Calvez 2016 for Breton;
Escudé 2016 for Occitan).

4.2.5 Europe’s immigrant languages

While multilingualism is intrinsic to Europe’s autochthonous population, re-
cent immigration has further increased the continent’s linguistic diversity, es-
pecially in urban areas. Indeed, as a consequence of the opening of the internal
European borders, the political and economic developments of regions near
and far from Europe, and the increasing number of political refugees, many in-
dustrialized European countries – and in particular their cities – are home to
an increasing number of immigrants who differ widely, both culturally and lin-
guistically, from the autochthonous population (Extra 2011). In 2000, about one
third of Europe’s urban inhabitants under the age of 35 had an immigrant back-
ground (Gogolin 2002). In 2013, immigrants constituted 11.6% of the total popu-
lation in France, 11.9% in Germany, 12.4% in the United Kingdom, and 15.9% in
Sweden (United Nations 2013). These data suggest that, due to intensified pro-
cesses of international migration and intergenerational minoritization, immi-
grant languages – in particular non-European languages such as Turkish and
Arabic – have emerged as community languages spoken and learned on a wide
scale in urban Europe.

Several studies have indeed shown that the use of more than one language
is a way of life for an increasing number of children in European cities. For in-
stance, the Multilingual Cities Project (see Extra and Yağmur 2008 for a review),
which collected data from 160,000 students in Göteborg (Sweden), Hamburg
(Germany), The Hague (The Netherlands), Brussels, (Belgium), Lyon (France),
Madrid (Spain) and later in Essen (Germany) and Vienna (Austria) documented a
wealth of hidden evidence on the distribution and vitality of immigrant lan-
guages across European cities and nation states. The students were surveyed on
their language proficiency, language choice, language dominance, and language
preference. The results showed that the proportion of primary school children
who spoke languages other than or in addition to the societal language at home
ranged between one third and more than a half in each city. The total number of
languages reported beyond the majority language(s) ranged between 50 and 90
per city. The major non-national, non-European languages that were reported in
the participating cities were Turkish and Arabic, although different cities had
also specific language constellations (for example, Russian was highly reported
in Hamburg and Berber in The Hague). The results also revealed that the use
of other languages at home in these contexts did not occur at the cost of
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competence in the majority language. Indeed, as put by Extra and Yağmur
(2008: 14), “mainstream and non-mainstream languages should not be conceived
in terms of competition. Rather, the data show that these languages are used as
alternatives, depending on such factors as type of context and interlocutor”.
Interestingly, the languages with the highest vitality index were Romani/Sinte,
Urdu, Turkish, and Armenian, while European languages had the strongest inter-
generational shift. Overall, these findings suggest that the traditional view of
European multilingualism should be reconsidered and extended to include the
languages spoken in these immigrant, highly vibrant communities.

The results of the Multilingual Cities Project were confirmed by a variety
of other investigations in other European cities. For example, research in
Manchester, UK (Matras and Robertson 2015; Matras, Robertson, and Jones 2016)
shows that the city has experienced large-scale immigration since the industrial
era, and even after the decline of the industrial sector in the late twentieth cen-
tury, the city has continued to see an influx of immigrants – not only British
Commonwealth and EU citizens but also migrant workers and refugees – to take
part in its service-based economy. Indeed, today, more than 150 languages are
spoken in the city and based on School Census data, it is estimated that at least
40% of schoolchildren are multilingual (Matras, Robertson, and Jones 2016). In
particular, Matras and colleagues found, in a sample of 531 student surveys/inter-
views, that 48 different languages were spoken by the children, the top being
non-European immigrant languages such as Urdu, Somali, Arabic, Bengali,
Panjabi, as well as Romani. In line with the findings from the Multilingual Cities
Project, proficiency levels for these languages were high, and language vitality
was correlated with the time of immigration; that is, high use of and proficiency
in the home language were found in communities with a high proportion of new
arrivals, often refugees (for example, from Afghanistan, the Middle East and
Somalia). Three quarters of the children also reported that they spoke two or
more languages in addition to English with family members on a regular basis,
suggesting that multilingualism is the norm for this population.

Immigrant languages are not only part of the Northern European landscape
but they are also prevalent in Southern European countries and cities. For in-
stance, Italy, once a country of emigrants, has recently witnessed the entry of
large numbers of immigrants who now amount to 3.5 million people (5.6% of
the population) with at least 600,000 young people present in the educational
system (Barni, Vedovelli, and Bagna 2008). These new immigrants speak at
least 130 different languages, which they have implanted in large and small cit-
ies across the country, diversifying both national and local linguistic spaces.
Barni and Vedovelli (2012), who studied two urban contexts in Italy with a
marked and long-documented presence of immigrant communities, Rome and
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Prato, found that “foreigners” made up 13.66% of Prato’s resident population,
and the percentage of immigrants relative to the total number of residents in
the Esquilino neighborhood of Rome increased from 20.4% to 29.7% from 2004
to 2010. In Rome, the most numerous immigrant communities included
Eritreans, Chinese, Bangladeshis, Romanians, Filipinos, Afghanis, Somalis,
Ethiopians, and Indians. In Prato, the Chinese community was the most visible:
as a matter of fact, the city has the second largest Chinese immigrant popula-
tion in Italy (after Milan), which it widely employs in its 3,500 workshops in the
garment industry. These statistics highlight how Italy’s traditional plurilingual-
ism, based on the presence of dialects and of different Italian varieties, is being
increasingly modified and revitalized by the languages that immigrants have
brought to Italy in the past thirty years. We argue that the same is occurring
throughout all European countries.

4.3 Multilingualism from the perspective
of the Council of Europe

4.3.1 Introduction

The countries of Europe (both members and non-members of the European
Union) are closely connected to each other through a number of multilateral
agreements, organizations, and common goals. Indeed, 47 countries are part of
the Council of Europe, the continent’s leading human rights organization, which
bears, among many other tasks, primary responsibility for European language
policy, with recommendations on languages and language learning in Europe
drawn up by its Language Policy Unit. For one legislative period (2007–2010),
the Council of Europe even had a Commissioner for Multilingualism.

As already described above, the Council of Europe represents a plurilingual
and culturally diverse region of the world. While this council has two official
working languages (English and French), all the member state languages are
considered official languages with equal status. Furthermore, in order to lend
this plurilingualism expression and weight, the Council of Europe recommends
that all member states belonging to the council should support their inhabitants
in becoming and remaining fluent in at least two languages apart from their first
language(s) (L1+2). To this end, it advises learning a language of wider communi-
cation such as English or Spanish, as well as a regional or immigrant language.
For Germany, examples include Danish or Polish as regional languages and
Turkish or Farsi as immigrant languages (Council of Europe 2008).
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Whether or not the language of wider communication is always English is
the subject of constant debate. In many areas of life, English has become the
language in which (initial and often superficial) understanding is usually possi-
ble, although studies have shown that content, cultural coloring, and pragmati-
cally relevant details are lost when such a language of wider communication is
used (Crystal 2003). At the same time, there is a risk that languages other than
English will no longer be used, will be learned less often, and will ostensibly
become less important (Raasch 2013). The United Kingdom’s vote to leave the
European Union (“Brexit”) has raised concerns about whether English can and
should continue to be the EU’s language of wider communication. At the time
of publication, it seems unlikely that English will lose its status as the language
of wider communication, although whether other languages could assume this
role in the future cannot be predicted.

Although linguistic diversity is conceived as a constituent characteristic
of Europe’s identity, some languages play a more important role in the
European public and political discourse. As a matter of fact, a distinction is
made between official languages (all official European national languages),
working languages (EU languages used in political debates, negotiations or
publications), regional minority languages (e.g., Basque in Spain), and immi-
grant languages. Whether a language such as Sorbian in northeastern
Germany and western Poland is accorded the status of a regional minority lan-
guage – or whether Turkish is used as a language of instruction – are political
decisions, as is the decision to designate language varieties as languages in
their own right or as dialects spoken within certain national territories (e.g.,
Luxembourgish, which is related to the Moselle Frankish dialect). The fact
that such decisions tend to be politically motivated means that some regional
and immigrant languages are more or less important than others and their use
may be promoted or even restricted to various degrees. For example, political
conflicts between population groups that arise out of economic, historical,
and political factors are also often manifested as language conflicts (such as
the conflict between French and Dutch in Belgium, as discussed above).
Furthermore, in the case of immigrant languages, debates arise as to the im-
portance of including these languages in the curriculum and using them as
languages of instruction in school. As put by Extra (2011: 2):

Although IM [immigrant minority] languages are often conceived of and transmitted as
core values by IM [immigrant minority] language groups, they are less protected than RM
[regional minority] languages by affirmative action and legal measures in, for example,
education. In fact, the learning and certainly the teaching of IM languages are often seen
by majority language speakers and by policy makers as obstacles to integration and as a
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threat to the national identity. At the European level, guidelines and directives regarding
IM languages are scant and outdated.

This information suggests that not only is the European linguistic landscape ex-
tremely complex, but also that vast contrasts can be observed in Europe in the
status of various languages as well as in the language policies that are imple-
mented in education. In the following sections, we survey the variety of (foreign)
language learning models in the EU, as well as instruments and institutions cre-
ated by the Council of Europe to support and foster multilingualism and the use
of various languages therein.

4.3.2 Language education in Europe

There is no prescribed school-based, university-based, or advanced foreign lan-
guage training in Europe. In federally organized countries such as Germany,
there is not even standardized national foreign language training because the re-
sponsibility for education lies with the states. In centralist countries such as
France, school education is regulated at the national level. In most Scandinavian
countries, the regions are responsible for language training, so that the lan-
guages offered at a school in a given place can differ from those at another
school located in the same place.

The above-mentioned European language formula L1+2 is not clearly trans-
lated into the curriculum of all member states. In some countries and school
types, it is quite common to learn two or more foreign languages in addition to
the national language(s) or at least have the opportunity to do so; for example,
in Luxembourg, it is common to (learn and) speak French, Standard German,
Luxembourgish and English (see Section 4.2.2). These are often countries
whose languages are not widely spoken elsewhere, e.g., Sweden. In countries
such as the United Kingdom or Spain, whose national languages English and
Spanish also serve as languages of wider communication, the pressure to learn
foreign languages in order to speak with the rest of the world is not as pro-
nounced as in countries with less widespread languages such as Finnish or
Hungarian. In some countries, there is a trend for schools to cut down or even
eliminate foreign languages – except English as in Norway where it is regarded
as a second and not a foreign language – from the curriculum to accommodate
other subjects that appear to be more relevant at the moment, such as IT or
business administration. In these contexts, the models discussed in the follow-
ing section can help increase foreign language instruction without costs to the
curriculum.
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4.3.3 Securing the status of foreign languages in the school
curriculum through specific programs, methods
and concepts

In the following, we introduce a few models that promote multilingualism by
way of combining the learning of a new language to the learning of other lan-
guages or subjects. Not all of these models pertain to the European context but
are prominent there.

4.3.3.1 European intercomprehension

Examples of both linguistic and methods-oriented projects on multilingual
communication and multiple language acquisition include projects such as
Scandinavian Semicommunication (ten Thije and Zeevaert 2007) or projects on
European intercomprehension such as EuroComRom (Klein and Stegmann
2000) and EuroComGerm (Hufeisen and Marx 2014), and Slavic intercompre-
hension (Tafel et al. 2009).

Scandinavian Semicommunication focuses on the accommodation pro-
cesses that allow speakers of Swedish, Danish, or Norwegian to communicate
by using their own languages and simply making minor phonological or lexical
adaptations in order for others to be able to understand them (Braunmüller
2002; Chapter 8, this volume). The linguistic affinity between the languages in
question and the associated similarities and inferable parallels that can facili-
tate understanding serve as the basis for this method.

All of the projects on intercomprehension have in common the notion that
it is possible to learn to read related languages rapidly with the help of certain
linguistic, strategic, and methodological techniques. The main feature is the
application of the Seven Sieves, which serve as strategies to decipher texts in
yet unknown languages. For example, the strategies outlined below from
EuroComGerm (Hufeisen and Marx 2014) can help a German speaker use both
German and English as bridge languages towards other Germanic languages:
1. Previous knowledge and context facilitate understanding of the topic of a

text through pictures, titles, text type, proper nouns.
2. International and Germanic vocabulary help identify familiar words: inter-

national → international (Danish); word → ord (Danish).
3. There are sound correspondences in the Germanic languages based on

sound shifts: d → t: cold – kalt (German); f/v → b: life – Leben (German);
have – haben (German) → ha (Norwegian).
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4. Graphemes and pronunciation have many parallels in the Germanic lan-
guages: i/e → ei: wide – weit (German); -y → ie/i: psychology – Psychologie
(German) → psykologi (Norwegian).

5. Syntax and sentence structure are similar in the source and the target lan-
guages, such as N–V–N: he likes math/er mag Mathe (German) → han tycker
om matematik (Swedish).

6. Morphology has similar construction principles in most Germanic lan-
guages: comparison: -er + than / -er + als (German) → -are + som (Swedish).

7. Prefixes and suffixes seem to occur in parallel forms in most Germanic lan-
guages: anti-, pre-/prä- (German) → pre-; -ship/-schaft → skap (Norwegian).

Research shows that especially in the beginning phases, the learning process
seems to be accelerated because learners of the new languages consider it excit-
ing and interesting, specifically with respect to the potential of creating affor-
dances (Kordt 2018). However, the intercomprehension method does not work
that well with advanced learners because it concentrates on reading compre-
hension and mainly ignores other skills (see Meissner et al. 2011).

4.3.3.2 Content and Language(s) Integrated Learning (CLIL)

Content and Language(s) Integrated Learning (CLIL) is a linguistically based di-
dactic and methodological concept used to integrate foreign languages into
content subjects by teaching such subjects in foreign languages. It was devel-
oped in connection with Canadian immersion programs whose goal was the re-
ciprocal learning of the second national language (French, English) (Barik and
Swain 1978). However, while classes in immersion programs are held mainly in
the target language, in CLIL classes, the source language is used as well as the
target language: “CLIL . . . is a dual-focussed approach in which an additional
language is used for the learning and teaching of both content and language”
(Marsh and Langé 2010: 1). In this context, students actively experience the
practical applicability of languages, which is sometimes not so readily apparent
during isolated foreign language teaching.

The most often used CLIL language is English (EMI = English medium in-
struction, Lasagabaster 2016), but any other language can be used as well
(Allgäuer-Hackl et al. 2018). In general, all subjects could be turned into CLIL
classes but the social sciences (e.g. history, geography) seem to be typical CLIL
subjects in Europe. However, subjects with strong active learning elements
such as sports, music or fine arts also lend themselves to CLIL instruction be-
cause much can be done in the beginning without much verbalization.
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CLIL research has shown that CLIL learning not only has an enhancing ef-
fect on the linguistic and language competencies of the learners, but also on
content subject, intercultural, meta-cognitive, as well as emotional-attitudinal
effects (Coyle 2007). It has also been shown that content is processed more
deeply when it has to be understood through a foreign language, so that in fact
learners in a CLIL history class tend to learn the content more thoroughly than
learners in a regular history class (Lamsfuß-Schenk 2008). CLIL will no doubt
play a major role in preserving a multilingual Europe (e.g., Cots et al. 2010;
Hélot and Erfurt 2016).

4.3.3.3 Multilingual whole school policy

As will also be discussed in Section 4.3.3.5, the European Centre for Modern
Languages in Graz, Austria, recently sponsored a project entitled PlurCur® that
trials the new concept of a “multilingual whole language policy” in sixteen
schools in several European countries (Austria, Estonia, Finland, Germany,
Ireland, and Lithuania to name a few). The project entails a systematic shift of
foreign language learning and use towards content-integrated learning with a si-
multaneous reduction in the amount of pure language instruction in individual
languages in order to gain time and curriculum hours for other foreign languages.

The research on this and similar projects demonstrates the success of a mul-
tilingual whole language policy based on principles that are project-oriented, de-
cisively intercultural, and extend across both school grade and subject (Hufeisen
2018). Exemplary projects have included multilingual theatre workshops across
all grades, common grammar terminology across all languages at a given school,
and language cafés open to all pupils, instructors, and parents. It was found that
the more parties (pupils, instructors, school boards, parents) were involved, the
greater the support was for such multilingual projects (Allgäuer-Hackl et al.
2018). As a result, there are now numerous follow-up projects and individual
schools that have shifted to the multilingual whole language policy approach;
the latest is at a school in Liechtenstein.

4.3.3.4 Foreign languages at universities

Many European universities incorporate language focuses or offer their students
the opportunity to learn or study languages during their education. There are a
number of terms for the degree programs available at European universities
focusing on literature, linguistics, and cultural and regional studies. German
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universities, for instance, offer majors in ‘language and literature’ in a variety of
languages and other European countries have adopted the same structure ac-
cording to the European Bologna Process that was introduced to harmonize
European education (Hettiger 2019).

In addition, most European universities offer language courses for all stu-
dents and staff members. In some cases, students enrolled in a non-linguistic
degree are required or have the opportunity to learn a foreign language and
earn European Credit Points needed to finish their programs. Facilities such as
language centers or international offices sometimes offer these courses.

As part of the European Bologna Process for harmonizing university educa-
tion, more and more bilingual courses of study are being established and spon-
sored by two or more universities in different countries. The teaching languages
are often those of the participating countries. In addition, many courses of study
are now being taught in English in order to become more global and attract more
international students. In this context, the following questions still need to be
resolved: Are all of the participants able to interact in English at a level at which
they can complete their degrees in the language? And will the students’ own na-
tional languages be sufficiently enhanced in terms of technical and scientific ter-
minology if the teaching language is English? The concept of English-medium
instruction is being investigated in a number of studies (Lasagabaster 2016).

4.3.3.5 Instruments and institutions developed by the Council of Europe
to support multilingualism

We end this section by providing an overview of the instruments and institu-
tions created by the Council of Europe that have fostered methodological inno-
vations in the teaching and learning of foreign languages and have played a
decisive role in the promotion of multilingualism. One such instrument is the
Common European Framework of References for Languages (CEFR), which was
developed to provide a method of learning and teaching all languages in
Europe and assessing language competence. This framework is meant to de-
scribe the language skills required for individuals to participate in discourse on
certain subjects across European countries. It uses six reference levels (starting
with A1, which describes the absolute beginner level, moving through A2, B1,
B2, and C1, and culminating at C2 as the level of mastery at which the speaker
no longer has difficulty making himself/herself understood) to describe the
skills and competences required to cope with certain communication situations.
While the CEFR was initially developed as a purely descriptive instrument, it is
increasingly also being used as a reference framework for designing teaching
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materials and as an instrument for testing and evaluating language perfor-
mance (North 2014). The “can-do” descriptions, which were intended originally
to be solely descriptive, have thus evolved into assessment criteria.

Another instrument to describe language competencies in Europe is the
Framework of Reference for Pluralistic Approaches to Languages and Cultures
(German: REPA, French and English: CARAP 2012). This framework provides de-
scriptors for criteria that can be used to describe plurilingually and culturally ori-
ented instruction and is, like the CEFR, used throughout Europe. As with the
CEFR, it includes a table of global competences and micro-competences on the
one hand, and three lists of descriptors of resources concerning knowledge
(Wissen, savoir), attitudes (Haltungen, savoir-être), and skills (Fertigkeiten, savoir-
faire), on the other. The CARAP is not as widespread as the CEFR because the
criteria for description are not as precise as the CEFR criteria, but it is a useful
instrument for describing multilingual and cultural competencies. However, it
does not lend itself as an instrument for assessment as clearly as the CEFR
(Daryai-Hansen et al. 2015).

In terms of institutions, the Council of Europe founded the European Centre
for Modern Languages (ECML) in Graz, Austria, in 1994 to support and foster
multilingualism. The ECML addresses socially relevant issues related to language
learning, European multilingualism, and social questions associated with all as-
pects of language learning Europe-wide (for example, the relevance of sign lan-
guages) in limited-term projects. The Council of Europe and the member
countries fund these projects, which are always extremely practice-oriented and
generally are completed before their outcomes are assessed though research. The
five-year-long projects fall under specific thematic focuses for which internation-
ally oriented project teams may apply. For example, as discussed above, the proj-
ect PlurCur® trialed the new concept of a “multilingual whole language policy”
in sixteen schools in several European countries with the goal of shifting foreign
language instruction to content-integrated learning in the foreign language.
Technische Universität Darmstadt has supported PlurCur with research dealing
with the subjective viewpoints of pupils about their own multilingualism. Since
researchers found that language minority speakers do not even consider their
home language an addition to their multilingual repertoire, the project required
these students to learn to use their home language and value it as an asset in the
practice-oriented setting of a multilingual theatre group over a whole school year
(Henning 2015). As pointed out above, immigrant languages tend to have limited
political status throughout Europe, and there is no common policy for including
or excluding these languages in the curriculum. However, research shows that
immigrant languages are a very relevant part of learners’ identities and language
repertoires and should be treated accordingly (Berthele and Lambelet 2017).
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4.4 Immigrant and refugee languages
and changes in the educational system

We conclude this chapter by addressing the drastic increase in the number of mi-
grants and refugees in Europe in the past years and the educational consequen-
ces, particularly in the context of Germany. Such an influx of speakers of new
languages has increased the diversity of the European linguistic landscape as
discussed in section 4.2.5, creating challenges for the educational system and op-
portunities for change and the promotion of new forms of multilingualism.
Indeed, the recent wave of migrants entering Germany between 2015 and 2017
(BAMF 2018: 3) has resulted in the development of new teaching and learning
concepts and the hiring of new teachers in order to stem the tide. In the federal
state of Hesse alone, the number of so-called intensive classes at general and vo-
cational schools during this period rose from around 300 to 1370 classes, creating
a shortage of teachers (Euen 2015). In response, potential teachers with other ac-
ademic backgrounds have been trained and some new teachers are volunteers.
Various studies have been carried out in the context of this development, includ-
ing on the role of volunteers (Feike, Neustadt, and Zabel 2017; Großmann et al.
2017). Volunteers often teach German as the target language and also teach chil-
dren in the language of their country of origin, focusing not only on language
skills, but also on conveying intercultural values from both the origin and target
culture (e.g., the project entitled Almanya auf Arabisch [‘Germany in Arabic’]).
Under the auspices of the Mercator Institute for Literacy and Language
Education, Massumi et al. (2015) conducted a study on the integration of pupils
who had recently migrated to Germany. Their study focused on the changes in
the federal states’ education-policy requirements and the number and makeup of
the newly arrived learners. One of the study’s findings revealed differences with
regard to school enrollment among the various federal states (von Dewitz,
Massumi, and Grießbach 2016: 25) as well as great differences in teaching models
for the migrant children. While in some federal states the “submersion” model is
the most common method used in the primary grades, in others the “partially
integrative” model, which combines academic, language and civics teaching, is
more prevalent (Massumi et al. 2015: 45–46). At secondary levels I and II, the “in-
tegrative or partially integrative”model is used. In addition, the “parallel model”
is also used, meaning that children and young adults also attend “intensive clas-
ses” that focus on teaching German (Massumi et al. 2015: 48–49).

Decker-Ernst (2017), in a study that examined education-policy develop-
ments since the 1950s, investigated the enrollment of newly migrated children
and adolescents in general schools. She also examined the basic conditions of
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preparatory classes in the federal state of Baden-Württemberg and explained
the requirements and their implementation in the everyday school setting, fo-
cusing on how newly arrived children are integrated in these programs. An ex-
ample of a measure for integrating young refugees is the “SchlaU” project in
the federal state of Bavaria. “SchlaU” stands for Schulanaloger Unterricht für
junge Geflüchtete (“school-like instruction for young refugees”). Young mi-
grants receive targeted and individual support in small groups, which allows
them to quickly transition into the regular classroom or training courses
(SchlaU 2018). Furthermore, many German universities have set up such special
language courses for refugees. To this end, new teaching and learning concepts
have been developed to support such heterogeneous groups in their learning
process. For example, to test the aptitude of potential university students,
Technische Universität Darmstadt offers candidates the option to take the
TestAS in Arabic to overcome the language barrier. In sum, the influx of mi-
grants and refugees to the already multilingual countries of Europe is modify-
ing their educational models while at the same time promoting new forms of
multilingualism.

4.5 Conclusion

For centuries, languages, the relationships between different languages, and
multilingualism have been relevant topics in Europe and in the politics of
European countries and are often the subject of very controversial discussions.
The European continent is a multifaceted, multicultural, and plurilingual re-
gion of the world subject to constant changes. These diverse processes of social
development have left their mark on the European language landscape, lan-
guage policy, and research into multilingualism. English has become the most
common foreign language throughout Europe, and it is likely to expand further.
Even in countries where, traditionally, other foreign languages have had prior-
ity, such as Switzerland, English currently holds the position of the first foreign
language. This has turned out to be detrimental to other foreign languages
which tend to be learned even more rarely. They may not be learned at all any
longer in cases where the school system allows concentration on one foreign
language instead of two or more as in Norway. In this way, the language land-
scape of Europe is about to change fundamentally.

In light of the challenge of integrating immigrants and refugees, among
other reasons, this dynamism is unlikely to abate but will be intensified.
Therefore, Europe, with committed action at all levels and in the interest of all
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its people, faces the challenge of positively shaping new approaches to educa-
tion, be it in the form of curricula, didactic models integrating languages and
content, and new methods to include other and more languages than just
English. The political and educational priorities described here are intended to
help Europeans as individuals, as nationals, and as a society to embrace multi-
lingualism in order to preserve the diversity, richness, and multiplicity of
European languages and cultures.

Acknowledgements: We would like to thank Katharina Braunagel and Sandra
Sulzer for their support with the section on refugees.
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Wayne E. Wright and Virak Chan

5 Multilingualism in North America

Despite common misconceptions, the North American countries of Canada and the
United States are, always have been, and will continue to be highly multilingual
countries. While Canada is recognized as a bilingual country with English and
French as official languages, it is home to over 185 languages, including about 76
indigenous languages (Statistics Canada 2016a). The United States is home to
around 350 languages including about 150 indigenous languages (U.S. Census
Bureau 2015). Immigration has brought rich cultural and linguistic diversity to
these North American countries. In this chapter we explore the geography of pluri-
lingualism, including historical and current demographic trends. Next we discuss
the character of multilingual communities focusing on two major North American
cities, Toronto in Canada, and Los Angeles in the United States. We select these
two multilingual cities as examples given their relatively similar population size,
diverse populations, and distinct ethnic enclaves. Finally, we discuss the educa-
tion, political, and linguistic consequences of such plurilingualism.

5.1 The geography of plurilingualism

5.1.1 Historical and current demographic trends in the United
States

The United States had an estimated population of 326 million in 2018.
Historically, the United States is a nation of immigrants, and immigration rates
remain high. For instance, between 2012 and 2016, 13.2% of the U.S. population
was foreign-born (U.S. Census Bureau 2016). The source countries of immigrants
to the United States have varied across different periods of time. As shown in
Figure 5.1, in 1960 about 75% of immigrants to the United States came from
European countries, including Austria, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Poland,
and the United Kingdom. Between 1960 and 2016, the number of European immi-
grants declined substantially while the number of immigrants from the Americas
(predominantly Latin America) and Asia had significant increased. By 2016,
European immigration was less than 11%, while Asian immigrants accounted for
about 30%, and immigrants from the Americas accounted for over 52% of the
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immigrant population. In 2016, Mexico accounted for the largest number of immi-
grants from the Americas at 26.5%, followed by El Salvador (3.2%), Cuba (2.9%),
the Dominican Republic (2.5%), and Guatemala (2.1%); Asian immigrants were
predominately from India (5.6%), China (4.9%), the Philippines (4.4%), Vietnam
(3.1%), and Korea (2.4%) (Migrant Policy Institute 2018a). Note that the number of
African immigrants also increased slightly, and accounts for about 5% of the im-
migrant population. This dramatic shift from predominantly European to predom-
inantly Latinx and Asian immigrants can be attributed to the Immigration and
Nationality Act of 1965. This ended a quota system that had been in place since
the 1920s favoring northern European immigrants. While limits were still placed
on individual countries, exceptions were made for those with immediate relatives
in the United States, and for immigrants with special skills.

5.1.2 Diversity of home languages in the United States

Immigration contributes significantly to the diversity of home languages in
the United States. Linguistic diversity has expanded so much that in 2016 the
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Figure 5.1: U.S. immigrant population by world region of birth, 1960–2016
(Migration Policy Institute, 2018b).
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U.S. Census Bureau increased the number of possible individual language
codes from 328 to 1,333. Due to small sample sizes, it collapses them into
larger languages and language groups for reporting purposes (U.S. Census
Bureau 2017). Following English, Spanish is the second most common lan-
guage spoken at home, accounting for more than 40 million people. In fact,
the United States is one of the largest Spanish-speaking countries in the
world. The top 10 languages spoken in U.S. homes include Spanish, Chinese,
Tagalog, Vietnamese, Arabic, French, Korean, Russian, German, and Haitian
(see Table 5.1).

The U.S. Census Bureau collects limited data on language proficiency, but can
provide some evidence of the degree to which individuals reported as speak-
ing a language other than English at home are proficient in English. This can
serve as a rough proxy for bilingualism. Among the population 5 years or
older who speak a non-English language, 59.7% speak English very well, and
only 40.3% reported speaking English less than very well. Even greater rates
of bilingualism can be detected when looking at different age and language
groups. As shown in Table 5.2, across the major language groups, the school
aged population (age 5–17) has the highest rates of English proficiency (74%
to 81%), followed by adults ages 18–64 (53% to 70%). Not surprisingly, adults
65 years and older have the lowest levels of English proficiency (29% to 54%).

Table 5.1: Top 10 languages other than English
spoken at home for U.S. population 5 years and over.
Source: data retrieved from U.S. Census Bureau, 2016
American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates.

Language spoken
at home

Population

Spanish ,,
Chinese ,,
Tagalog ,,
Vietnamese ,,
Arabic ,,
French ,,
Korean ,,
Russian ,
German ,
Haitian ,
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A telling pattern is that rates of English proficiency are slightly lower for
speakers of Spanish and Asian and Pacific Islander languages, given that
these groups likely have more recent immigration history than groups speak-
ing Indo-European and other languages.

The U.S. Census Bureau, unfortunately, does not collect data on proficiency
in languages other than English. However, these figures suggest that immigrants
do learn English and learn it well, and thus become bilingual or maintain some
level of bilingualism. However, research within immigrant and language minor-
ity communities has long documented patterns of rapid shift towards English
(Veltman 1983), especially among school-age children (Rumbaut, Massey, and
Bean 2006; Wong Filmore 1991), and has noted concerns from parents and com-
munities’ leaders about perceived loss of home languages and cultures among
younger first generation (1.5) students (Wright 2004). This is especially true when
schools lack bilingual and multilingual education programs.

Table 5.2: Ability to speak English of individuals who speak a language other
than English at home in the United States, by age group and language group,
2012–2016 5-year estimates. Source: Adapted from U.S. Census Bureau (2018).

Age Group % Speak English
only or very well

% Speak English
less than very well

Spanish

– . .
– . .
 and older . .

Asian & Pacific Islander Languages

– . .
– . .
 and older . .

Other Indo-European Languages

– . .
– . .
 and older . .

Other Languages

– . .
– . .
 and older . .
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5.1.3 Historical and current demographic trends in Canada

Canada’s total population was estimated by Statistics Canada to be at around
37 million in 2018. Canada has a long history of immigration and has received
more than 17 million immigrants since its Confederation in 1867. Immigration to
Canada has not always been stable, and the annual number of immigrants varies
greatly depending on its changing immigration policies, economic situation, and
world events related to migrants and refugees. Figure 5.2 shows the distribution of
the foreign-born population of Canada by place of birth between 1871 and 2011. As
was the case for the United States, historically, immigrants to Canada were mainly
from European countries. In 1871, the foreign-born population were mainly from
the British Isles (83.6% or close to half a million people), followed by the United
States (10.9%), Germany (4.1%) and France (0.5%). Immigrants from other
European countries slowly increased in the late 1800s and early 1900s with the
arrival of a new group from Eastern Europe (Russians, Polish, and Ukrainians),
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Figure 5.2: Distribution in percentage of the foreign-born population, by place of birth,
Canada, 1871 to 2011. Sources: Statistics Canada, censuses of population, 1871 to 2001
(National Household Survey 2011).
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Western Europe and Scandinavia, and increased more rapidly after World War II
with immigrants from the British Isles, Western Europe (Germany and the
Netherlands) and Southern Europe (Italy, Greece, Yugoslavia and Portugal).
Immigrants from European countries peaked in the 1970s with 28.3% from the
United Kingdom and 51.4% from other European countries (Canada Census 1971).
Immigration from Eastern Europe including the Russian Federation and former
Soviet republics, Poland, and Romania still continued into the 1980s and 1990s,
following the political changes in the Communist bloc countries. Immigrants
from Asia (primarily China and Japan) and other parts of the world were also
admitted into Canada during the first 100 years after Confederation, and
major amendments in its immigration legislation and regulations in the 1960s
increased the number of immigrants from these regions. World events also led
to movement of refugees and migrants to Canada, including the arrival of
60,000 refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos in the late 1970s; 85,000
immigrants from the Caribbean and Bermuda (e.g., Jamaica, Haiti, and
Trinidad and Tobago) in the 1980s; 225,000 immigrants from Hong Kong over
the 10 years leading up to its return to China from the United Kingdom in
1997; and 800,000 immigrants from the People’s Republic of China, India and
the Philippines in the 2000s (Canadian Megatrends 2016). The top 10 coun-
tries from which Canadian immigrants came in 2014 include the Philippines,
India, China, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Pakistan, the United States, the
United Kingdom, South Korea, Mexico, and France.

5.1.4 Diversity of home languages in Canada

Since Confederation, immigration to Canada has changed significantly and has
become one of the main sources of population growth. It has also diversified
Canada’s population in terms of ethnicity, belief and language. Statistics
Canada (2017) reports that English is the more commonly official language with
74.5% speaking it as a home language on a regular basis, while the official lan-
guage of French is spoken at home by 21.4% of the population. Bilingual
English-French speakers make up 17.9% of the population. The 2016 Census re-
ported that 19.4% of the population speak more than one language in the
home, and that 7,974,370 people (over 22%) have a mother tongue other than
English or French. The top ten of these non-official languages are Mandarin,
Cantonese, Punjabi, Spanish, Arabic, Tagalog, Persian, Urdu, Russian, and
Italian, as shown in Table 5.3.
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5.2 Character of multilingual communities

As large countries both in terms of geography and population, Canada and the
United States have many linguistically diverse multilingual towns, cities, and
metropolitan areas. Even rural areas that are less known for their diversity are
seeing an increase in the number of immigrants speaking a variety of different
languages, who often are attracted by jobs in agricultural and manufacturing
that do not require high levels of education or proficiency in English. In this
section we provide a brief look at the plurilingualism of two major multilingual
cities in the U.S. and Canada – Los Angeles and Toronto. Toronto is Canada’s
largest city, while Los Angeles is the second largest city in the United States
(following New York). We select these two cities given their similar population
sizes (2.7–3.7 million), their rich cultural and linguistic diversity, and the pres-
ence of unique ethnic enclaves.

5.2.1 Los Angeles

Los Angeles is located in the cultural, financial, and commercial center of
Southern California, and is the second most populous city in the United States.
The U.S. Census Bureau estimated its population at about 3.74 million in 2016.
The city is racially and ethnically diverse with Latinx and Asian being the two

Table 5.3: Top ten languages other than English and
French spoken most often at home in Canada.
Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada 2016 Census
of Population.

Language spoken
most often at home

Population

Mandarin ,
Cantonese ,
Punjabi (Panjabi) ,
Spanish ,
Arabic ,
Tagalog (Pilipino, Filipino) ,
Persian (Farsi) ,
Urdu ,
Russian ,
Italian ,
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largest groups, accounting for 48.6% and 11.6% of the population, respectively.
Language diversity is also found in the city, with 59.9% of the population re-
ported speaking at least one of 185 different languages other than English at
home (U.S. Census Bureau 2016). While Spanish, with 1.6 million speakers, is
by far the most commonly spoken language following English, other top 10 lan-
guages spoken at home in Los Angeles have between 17 and 91 thousand speak-
ers, including Tagalog, Korean, Armenian, Chinese, Persian, Russian, French,
Vietnamese, and Hebrew (see Table 5.4).

The city of Los Angeles has several recognized ethnic enclaves that mark concen-
trations of “Angelenos” who share common heritage and linguistic backgrounds,
including Chinatown, Koreatown, Little Tokyo, Little Armenia, Thai Town, Little
Ethiopia, Little Persia, and Historic Filipino town. Within the greater Los Angeles
area (including Orange County) are other ethnic enclaves, including Cambodia
Town in Long Beach, Little India in Artesia, and Little Saigon in Westminster.
Olvera Street in downtown Los Angeles, an overly romanticized portrayal of a
Mexican enclave, has long been a popular tourist destination (part of El Pueblo
de Los Angeles Historic Monument) that was an early settlement site of Mexican
families in 1781. However, across Los Angeles County there are several predomi-
nantly Latinx neighborhoods such as East Los Angeles, Huntington Park, Boyle
Heights, Bell Gardens, and South Gate, just to name a few. Monterey Park and
other areas of San Gabriel Valley have large enclaves of more recent Chinese im-
migrants than historic Chinatown. In these and many smaller unnamed ethnic

Table 5.4: Top 10 languages other than English spoken in Los
Angeles, California, 2016. Source: Adapted from U.S. Census
Bureau, 2016 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates.

Languages spoken
at home

Los Angeles City,
California

Spanish ,,
Tagalog (incl. Filipino) ,
Korean ,
Armenian ,
Chinese (incl. Mandarin, Cantonese) ,
Persian (incl. Farsi, Dari) ,
Russian ,
French (incl. Cajun) ,
Vietnamese ,
Hebrew ,
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enclaves, one can find a variety of restaurants, shops, service providers, commu-
nity organizations, churches, temples, and mosques catering to the local ethnic
populations, with signage and other advertising in the corresponding languages
adding to the diverse linguistic landscape of Los Angeles. One can easily find
newspapers in a variety of languages, including Spanish (e.g., La Opiníon),
Chinese (e.g., International Daily News), Vietnamese (e.g., Nguoi Viet Daily News),
Arabic (e.g., Beirut Times), Korean (e.g., The Korea Times), Punjabi (e.g. Quami
Ekta), Japanese (e.g., Rafu Shimpo), and Khmer (e.g., Khmer Post). Many of these
newspapers are published bilingually with some content in English, and are
available in print and online. Likewise, there are local magazines, radio stations,
and cable channels available in these and other languages. The Los Angeles
Public Library boasts on its website that it has the “largest and finest multi-
language resource centers in a North American public library,” with a core collec-
tion of literature, poetry, drama, history, biography and fiction in 30 different
languages. Overall, “its collection is comprised of 260,000 books, audiobooks
and DVDs, 250 magazines and newspapers in print and microform, 3,500 lan-
guage learning CDs and DVDs, and 1,000 travel posters” (https://www.lapl.org/
branches/central-library/departments/international-languages).

5.2.2 Toronto

Toronto is the capital of the Canadian province of Ontario and the largest city in
Canada, with a total population estimated at almost 2.7 million (Statistics Canada
2016). It is a center for business, finance, arts and culture and is known as one of
the most multicultural cities in the world. Toronto is diverse in its racial and ethnic
groups with Asians being the largest group, specifically Chinese and Pilipino ac-
counting for 4.88% and 4.41% of the total population respectively. Nationwide,
nearly half of Canadians with an immigrant mother tongue live in Ontario
(Statistics Canada 2017). Thus, Toronto is diverse in the languages spoken most fre-
quently at home. For the two official languages, English is most commonly spoken
at home with 1,739,625 people, while French is only spoken by 17,065 people at
home (Statistics Canada 2016). As shown in Table 5.5, the top 10 non-official lan-
guages spoken in Toronto homes include Mandarin, Cantonese, Tagalog, Tamil,
Spanish, Portuguese, Persian, Italian, Urdu, and Korean. Note that each of these
are immigrant languages and are spoken by more people at home than French.

Like Los Angeles, Toronto is also home to several historic and contempo-
rary ethnic enclaves, including Chinatown, Little Italy, Greektown, Little India,
Koreatown, Little Portugal, Little Poland, and Little Manila. Its inhabitants are
represented by more than 200 ethnic groups, and over 160 languages are
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spoken in this city. Bilingual and multilingual practices are common, particu-
larly in many of the enclaves. These practices are usually reflected in the
linguistic landscape and the interactions in shops, restaurants, different com-
munity and religious organizations, and service providers that serve these dif-
ferent ethnic communities. For instance, the city’s 911 emergency services have
interpreter services in 170 languages. In another example, Phan and Luk (2008)
studied many business owners in Toronto’s Chinatown and pointed to the ne-
cessity of multilingual abilities in conducting business and in extending the so-
cial networks to benefit businesses there.

5.3 Educational, political and linguistic
consequences of such plurilingualism

The U.S. and Canada are two of the largest immigrant destinations in the world.
As noted above, they have long histories of immigration and have received
large inflows of immigrants from many common sending nations; however,
they have pursued strikingly different immigration and language policies which
result in the promotion and demotion of plurilingualism at different periods of
time. Marcias and Wiley (as cited in Kloss 1998) suggested four orientations in
examining policies: promotion-oriented, involving government’s active commit-
ment in advancing the official use of minority languages; tolerance-oriented,

Table 5.5: Top 10 languages spoken other than English
and French, Toronto, Canada, 2016. Source: Adapted
from Statistics Canada 2016 Census of Population.

Language spoken
most often at home

Toronto,
Canada

Mandarin ,
Cantonese ,
Tagalog (Pilipino, Filipino) ,
Tamil ,
Spanish ,
Portuguese ,
Persian (Farsi) ,
Italian ,
Urdu ,
Korean ,
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characterized by government’s absence in the linguistic life of the language mi-
nority community; restriction-oriented, marked by the government placing con-
ditions on the language minority community’s attainment of benefits, rights and
opportunities based on its members’ ability to use the dominant language; and
repression-oriented, involving the state actively seeking the eradication of non-
dominant languages. These orientations will be used as a framework for the dis-
cussion of the plurilingual promotion and/or demotion in the United States and
Canada.

5.3.1 United States

Plurilingualism in the United States has led to a variety of language policies and
practices that range from tolerance and occasional promotion to outright restric-
tions and repression (Kloss 1998). In the early days of U.S. history, repression-
oriented policies successfully eradicated most of the African languages of the
enslaved, and attempted to eradicate the indigenous languages of Native
Americans (Wiley and Wright 2004). In contrast, general tolerance was shown to-
wards most immigrant groups from non-English speaking countries and their de-
scendants. Such linguistic groups typically resided together in neighborhoods or
small rural communities where they made up the majority of the local popula-
tion, and thus could freely use their native language and establish native-
language or bilingual schools (Baker and Wright 2017). The Revolutionary War
for independence from Britain was a multilingual effort with English and other
languages used as the language of command. This is one reason why the found-
ing fathers of the U.S. government never declared an official language, lest they
offend their fellow Americans who sacrificed and fought for independence
(Crawford 1992). But also, English was so widely spoken by the vast majority of
Americans that there was no need to declare English as the official language. It
already functioned as if it was, and there was no threat to the continuing status
of English as the “de facto” official language. The same remains true today, de-
spite efforts by organizations such as U.S. English to push for official English fed-
eral legislation. While over half of the states have passed controversial and
divisive official English declarations driven largely by anxiety over immigration,
ultimately these declarations have proved to be mostly symbolic (Crawford
2000). These states continue to provide government services in languages other
than English such as translations of documents from state agencies and court in-
terpreters due to practical necessity. Indeed, the use of other languages is often
as much about accommodating the needs of the government to carry out its work
than about accommodating the needs of the multilingual citizens it serves.
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High rates of immigration at the turn of the 20th century led to the beginnings
of the Americanization Movement that pushed cultural and linguistic assimilation
into mainstream “American” society (McClymer 1982). The Nationality Act of 1906
established English proficiency as a requirement for citizenship. World War I in-
tensified anti-German sentiment in the United States which questioned the loyalty
of German Americans (Toth 1990; Wiley 1998). Likewise, the loyalty of Japanese
Americans was questioned during World War II, which ultimately led to the
Japanese internment camps. During these periods, laws were passed in many
states that demanded English-only instruction, and sought to restrict the teaching
of German, Japanese, and other languages, even in private heritage language clas-
ses outside of the public school system (Wiley and Wright 2004). Important
U.S. Supreme Court rulings related to these restrictions (e.g., Meyer v. Nebraska
1923; Farrington v. Tokushige 1927) upheld the right of state governments to deter-
mine the language of instruction in public schools, but protected the rights of pa-
rents to establish private language classes for their children (Del Valle 2003).

Later in the 20th Century, the launch of the Russian Sputnik satellite into
space led to cries from the public and politicians to improve U.S. education and
ensure students were prepared to help the country compete on a global scale.
One result was the passage of the 1958 National Defense Education Act that in-
cluded promotion of K-12 foreign language education programs. The Civil
Rights Movement brought renewed attention to unequal educational opportuni-
ties, resulting in the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which prohibited discrimination on
the basis of color, race, or national origin. A report by the National Education
Association (1966) called for more bilingual programs to address the problem of
significant underachievement and high drop-out rates of Latinx students.
U.S. Congress passed the 1968 Bilingual Education Act (BEA), which became
Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. The BEA provides di-
rect financial support to schools through competitive grants to establish bilin-
gual education programs (Leibowitz 1980).

The 1972 U.S. Supreme Court decision in Lau v. Nichols established that
school districts must provide specialized language programs to identify and ad-
dress the needs of students who are not yet proficient in English. The Office of
Civil Rights established the Lau Remedies as a set of guidelines for schools to
comply with the court ruling (Wiese and García 2001). These were later codified
in part in the Equal Educational Opportunities Act (EEOA) of 1974. The result was
a substantial increase in bilingual education and other programs across the
country attempting to address the needs of students identified as English lan-
guage learners (ELLs). Many states passed their own bilingual education policies,
in some cases mandating programs when schools had a sufficient number of stu-
dents from the same language background (Crawford 2004). Despite the push for
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and rapid increase in the number of bilingual programs, most ELL students were
placed in specialized English-medium instruction programs such as English as
a second language (ESL) and sheltered (structured) English immersion (SEI).
This was due to factors such as a shortage of bilingual teachers and instructional
materials (especially in languages other than Spanish), the presence of multiple
languages within a single school, a lack of training among administrators on
how to start and support bilingual programs, and also due to a lack of commit-
ment and local opposition to bilingual approaches in education.

Around the turn of the 21st century, again during a period of high rates of
immigration, restriction-oriented policies were passed by voters in three states
with large ELL populations and bilingual programs. The “English for the
Children” voter initiative campaigns in California (Proposition 227 in 1998),
Arizona (Proposition 203 in 2000) and Massachusetts (Question 2 in 2002) were
funded and led by a politically-motivated millionaire entrepreneur who had
twice failed to be elected to political office in California (de Jong, Gort, and
Cobb 2005; García 2000; Wright 2005a, 2014). These initiatives mandated that
ELLs be taught in English through structured English immersion programs.
While some allowances for bilingual education programs were available
through a stringent waiver process, and interpretation and implementation of
the policies varied across the states at different times, the overall result was a
substantial reduction in the number of bilingual education programs in these
three states. A further blow came in 2001 with the reauthorization of a federal
education policy as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which eliminated the
Title VII Bilingual Education Act (Crawford 2002). It was replaced with Title III,
the “English Language Acquisition, Language Enhancement, and Academic
Achievement Act”. Under NCLB, bilingual programs were allowed, but not en-
couraged or prioritized for federal funding. English was the focus. Furthermore,
NCLB mandated annual high-stake standardized English proficiency testing for
ELLs, and academic achievement testing for all students, with the expectation
that 100% of students would pass these state exams by 2014. Despite some al-
lowances for testing ELLs in their native language, the reality was that the vast
majority of ELLs were required to be tested in English (Wright 2005b). With
mounting pressure to raise test scores and make “adequate yearly progress” to-
wards ever increasing achievement targets, many school districts felt the need
to ensure that the language of instruction closely matched the language of the
test (Menken 2008; Palmer and Lynch 2008).

Despite the wave of restriction-oriented policies, many bilingual education
programs survived in most states because they were effective and parents wanted
them for their children. In the 2010s, the tide began to turn. Models of dual lan-
guage bilingual education that served both ELLs and English proficient students
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grew in popularity. This includes two-way models that serve both ELLs and
English proficient students in the same classroom, and one-way models that are
essentially immersion programs for non-ELL students who wish to learn a world
language (Wright 2019). Proposition 58 was approved by California voters in 2016
to essentially rescind Proposition 227 and remove restrictions on bilingual pro-
grams (Hopkinson 2017). Likewise, the Massachusetts state legislature over-
turned restrictions on bilingual education through the passage of the “Language
Opportunities for Our Kids” (LOOK) Act in 2017 (Massachusetts Language
Opportunity Coalition 2017). By 2018, nearly all states had established or were in
the process of developing some form of a “Seal of Biliteracy,” which is granted to
recognize high school seniors at graduation who can demonstrate proficiency in
two or more languages (Wright 2019). Some states, such as Indiana, refer to their
seal as a “Certificate of Multilingual Proficiency”.

During the Obama Administration, states were provided some flexibility
and relief from the unreasonable achievement expectations for NCLB and al-
lowed to negotiate an alternative accountability system based on a set of
principles focused on “college and career readiness” (U.S. Department of
Education 2012). This laid the foundation for the replacement of NCLB with
the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015. While Title III continues the
emphasis on English proficiency and academic achievement testing, ESSA af-
fords greater flexibility to states in setting reasonable expectations for ELL
students, and encourages the development and use of tests in students’ home
languages (Baker and Wright 2017). There is still no specific funding reserved
for bilingual education programs, but non-regulatory guidelines issued by the
U.S. Department of Education (2016) make specific mention of the research
supporting bilingual approaches. ESSA makes special allowances for pro-
grams for Native American (including Pacific Islander) children and children
in Puerto Rico to learn and study Native American languages and Spanish,
but these programs must still ensure that programs lead to an increase in
English proficiency (Wright 2019).

Despite the anti-immigration rhetoric of the Trump Administration, the
Department of Education’s Office of English Language Acquisition (OELA) has
funded National Professional Development grants to support the training and cer-
tification of teachers working with ELLs, and has prioritized funding for programs
that include training and support for dual language bilingual education programs.
While current OELA leaders appear to be strong supporters of bilingual education,
the future of OELA is uncertain as the Trump administration has proposed the
elimination of this office in a restructuring of the Department of Education. This
proposal has garnered opposition from language education professional organiza-
tions, and it remains to be seen if the restructuring will happen.
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As the history above reveals, plurilingualism in the United States has led to
political debates and ebbs and flows in the support of bilingual education.
Historically, most federal and state support went to weak forms of transitional
bilingual education which limited native language instruction to just a few
years and focused on moving students into English-only programs as quickly as
possible. In contrast, the resurgence of support for bilingual education has
tended to favor strong forms, including dual language programs, which typi-
cally include instruction throughout elementary school and in some cases
through secondary schools. One concern, however, is that the popularity of
dual language programs appears to be driven by interests of the more powerful
language majority parents who want their children to become bilingual, result-
ing in many one-way immersion programs that often exclude ELLs. However,
even in places such as Utah, whose mostly one-way dual language programs
have become somewhat of a model for other states (Freire, Valdez, and Delavan
2017), efforts are underway to increase the number of ELL and heritage lan-
guage students participating in the program.

The political struggle just to provide quality bilingual programs has pre-
vented attention and efforts to push for multilingual programs that seek to help
students gain proficiency in three or more languages. However, many language
minoritized students in the United States are truly multilingual. Many immigrants
arrived in the United States already bilingual or multilingual, and learn English
as a third, fourth, or higher language. Chinese immigrant students often speak a
local dialect of Chinese in addition to Mandarin, and have studied English as a
foreign language before they arrived in the United States. Duran (2017) describes
the accumulated languages and literacies Karenii refugees from Burma picked up
on their journey to the United States (e.g., Karenii, Burmese, Thai, and English).
Some French heritage language programs are dominated by Haitian-Creole speak-
ers from Haiti and African immigrant students from countries where French was a
medium of instruction (Jaumont 2017). Immigrant students from the Middle East
may speak one or more varieties of Arabic, and some received instruction in
Russian in refugee camps before coming to the United States.

Most American high schools only teach a small number of world languages
(e.g., Spanish, French, and German), which are not aligned with the hundreds of
different languages heritage language students have exposure to in their homes
(Wiley 2007). Thus, high school students with some proficiency in their heritage
language often study a third language to add to their existing linguistic repertoire.

The current trend of dual language may be opening some space for multi-
lingual education programs. As one example, Henn-Reinke (2012), in her book
Considering Trilingual Education, highlights Riverview Elementary School’s
International Academy in San Diego, California which offers Spanish and
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(Mandarin) Chinese immersion programs. Each program includes time for
enrichment (about 30 minutes a week) in the non-target language. Thus, stu-
dents in Spanish-immersion receive about 30 minutes of Chinese language in-
struction each, while those in Chinese-immersion receive equivalent instruction
in Spanish (https://www.lsusd.net/domain/792).

The U.S. is also home to some private international schools that focus on
bilingual or multilingual development. For example, at the International
School of Indiana, students are in dual language programs in the elementary
school grades (e.g., Spanish-English), and then study a third language in the
secondary grades (e.g., Mandarin Chinese). At Oasis Trilingual Community
School in Temple City, California, instead, students study all three of these lan-
guages simultaneously following a 40/40/20 model – 40% of the instruction is
in Mandarin Chinese, 40% is in English, and 20% is in Spanish up to 8th grade.
(https://oasistrilingualschool.org/curriculum/).

It should also be acknowledged that many students in dual language pro-
grams are heritage speakers of languages other than the target language, and
there are also many African American students who may speak a non-standard
variety of English at home (e.g., African American Vernacular English). Some
states are moving away from the English language learner (ELL) label and now
refer to students as “emergent bilinguals,” in order to draw attention to the fact
that they are indeed bilingual and increasing their bilingual skills (García,
Kleifgen, and Falchi 2008). Some use this term to refer to both ELLs and non-
ELLs in dual language and heritage language programs. Others feel the emer-
gent bilingual label is too narrow and now simply refer to such students as
“multilingual learners” (see e.g., Molle et al. 2015). Likewise, recognition of the
linguistic repertoires across dialects and languages that students bring into
dual language programs, and discussions calling into question the long-
standing practice of strict separation of the standardized versions of the two
target languages in a bilingual program are contributing to a growing trend to
simply use “multilingual education” as an umbrella term for programs that
make use of two or more languages for instruction.

5.3.2 Canada

With the current demographic shift in Canada, multilingualism, particularly
among the immigrant population, is on the rise, and this happens when official
languages are used increasingly alongside immigrant languages. The propor-
tion of the Canadian population speaking more than one language at home in-
creased from 17.5% in 2011 to 19.4% in 2016 (Statistics Canada 2017). However,
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Canadian language and educational policies have not always been favorable to
the promotion of indigenous and immigrant or heritage languages.

Canadian language policy is the result of an interrelationship among various
language communities. Historically, Canada was under British and French colo-
nial rule. In 1867, a single confederation was formed as a result of a compromise
between these two immigrant societies. As a result, English and French have
been the dominant languages in the country. National language debates have
often focused on the use of these two official languages, with little attention
to other languages. The use of French and English have never been evenly dis-
tributed as the distribution of English-speaking population is more even across
Canada, while the French-speaking population is concentrated in Quebec, New
Brunswick, Ontario and parts of Manitoba. In response to Quebec separatism and
to bolster national unity, the Canadian government made efforts to reconstruct
its character through two policy initiatives in the late 1960s: bilingualism and
multiculturalism.

The Official Languages Act of 1969 granted equal status to English and
French as official languages of Parliament and the federal government. All serv-
ices of federal institutions were expected to be in both official languages, and
provisions were made for all children to learn an official language in school.
The right of official language communities was entrenched in the constitution
with the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms of 1982, ensuring the right
of francophones across the country to French-medium schools, and access to
English language education for the anglophones in French-dominant regions
(Dicks and Genesee 2017). This has promoted increasing English-French bilin-
gualism among the population in most provinces and territories, particularly in
Quebec (Statistics Canada 2017). While federal documents emphasize the rights
of the Anglophone and Francophone communities, they classify communities
of non-official language speakers as either Aboriginal or multicultural groups.
Haque (2012: 18) argues that these references underlie the suppression of dis-
tinct indigenous and immigrant languages and “allow[s] the group to be de-
fined only through culture while it stills emerges as a category in opposition to
other linguistic groups”.

The 2016 Census reported that about 76 Aboriginal languages are spoken in
Canada. However, only three – Cree, Inuktitut, and Ojibway – have over 20,000
speakers each and are considered to have chances of long-term survival.
Approximately 10 have become extinct over the past 100 years (Ricento 2015).
Several others are now endangered with few speakers remaining. Serious
language policy intervention needs to be considered for the maintenance
of these languages. Unfortunately, as Haque and Patrick (2015: 33) argue,
Canada has “a long history of oppressive and discriminatory laws and
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policies related to ‘Indians’”. They note several such policies, including the
“Gradual Civilization Act (1857), the Gradual Enfranchisement Act (1869), the
Indian Act (1876), the Indian Register (1951) and the system of residential
schooling (1874–1977)” which are assimilationist in nature and have nega-
tively impacted the efforts of the indigenous communities to preserve their
languages and cultures (2015: 33).

The situation is similar with respect to the sustainability of the immigrant
or heritage languages in Canada. Language shift data revealed a shift to the
use of one of the official languages at home and in the daily life of a heritage
language-background speaker in just one or two generations, and this can be
attributed to the assimilation pressures, the perceived stigma in using a non-
official language, the lack of support for non-official languages in education,
and the lack of institutional recognition of the value of heritage languages
(Duff and Becker-Zayas 2017).

The Multiculturalism Act of 1988 recognized cultural and racial diversity in
Canadian society. One of the objectives of the Multiculturalism Act was to pre-
serve and enhance the use of non-official languages, while strengthening the
status and use of French and English in the country. While Canada’s version of
multiculturalism was praised and adopted internationally, it has been criticized
for separating culture and language, and de-emphasizing languages of other
cultural groups besides French and English in its Official Languages Act.
Haque (2012) argues that multiculturalism within a bilingual framework creates
a cultural and linguistic hierarchy and helps maintain white-settler hegemony
(see also Guo 2013).

Thus, with the focus on Official English and French, Canadian language
policies have been restrictive of the development of Aboriginal and immigrant
languages and of innovative educational language programs such as multilin-
gual education (MLE). Immigrant and indigenous students are usually im-
mersed with their English- or French-speaking peers in mainstream classes
where content area subjects are taught in English in anglophone dominant
provinces, or French in francophone dominant provinces.

However, different forms of bilingual education programs, where the heritage
language is also used as a medium of instruction, may be offered depending on
the provincial language policies and the needs of the minority-language-speaking
communities (Babaee 2014). These programs are available in a variety of different
languages, including, for example, the Mandarin/English program in British
Columbia (Vancouver School Board 2018), the American Sign Language/English,
Arabic/English, Mandarin/English, German/English, and Hebrew/English pro-
grams in Alberta (Edmonton Public Schools 2018), the Ukrainian/English program
in Saskatchewan (Government of Saskatchewan Education 2018), and the
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Ukrainian/English, German/English, Hebrew/English, and Cree/English bilingual
education programs in Manitoba (Government of Manitoba Education 2018).
Many of these bilingual education programs are transitional in nature, where in-
struction in the heritage language is provided in the first few years, and beyond
that, the heritage language is offered as a separate subject and is taught as an
international or foreign language. While different types of bilingual education
exist, they are only available in heritage languages that are more common such
as Mandarin, Arabic, and Spanish. The less popular languages such as Khmer,
Vietnamese, and most indigenous languages are not usually offered. Those heri-
tage bilingual education programs are sometimes initiated and supported by the
communities.

The most common form of bilingual education in Canada is French
immersion, which features French-medium and later English instruction.
However, the country is becoming increasingly diverse culturally and linguis-
tically especially in large cities like Toronto, so many of these immersion pro-
grams are also serving students with heritage languages other than French or
English. These students usually learn their heritage languages as a subject in
addition to French and English based on the needs of the community the
school is serving. Heritage languages may also be taught in afterschool and
community-based education programs. Dagenais (2013: 292) found that “pa-
rents encouraged their children to become multilingual in English, French,
and their family languages in the hope that it will help them identify with
family and community members nearby and elsewhere, while gaining access
to imagined French-English bilingual communities in Canada”. Also, effort
has been made to integrate innovations in multilingual education into main-
stream English or French schools and French immersion programs with stu-
dents from diverse linguistic backgrounds (Dagenais 2013). These include, for
instance, the production of bilingual texts in diverse languages (Cummins
and Early 2011) and the use of video making as a powerful form of multimodal
and multilingual expression for English learners (Stille 2011).

5.4 Conclusion

As this chapter has shown, the North American countries of Canada and the
United States are indeed multilingual countries. The interaction of many differ-
ent languages in these plurilingual societies is especially apparent in the major
cities of Los Angeles and Toronto. Despite some similar patterns of immigra-
tion, Canada and the United States have different histories that have resulted in
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distinct levels of plurilingualism and have had different educational, political
and linguistic consequences. Canada’s Confederation brought together former
British and French Colonies with regions where one language or the other was
dominant. Efforts to maintain the Confederation have focused on the use of
English and French as official languages and the promotion of English-French
immersion education programs, often to the neglect of speakers of indigenous
and immigrant languages. For example, one consequence of plurilingualism
in Toronto is the reality that there are far more speakers of immigrant lan-
guages than of official French language. Yet educational policy promotes
French immersion, resulting in fewer opportunities for immigrant students
and children of immigrants to develop and maintain their heritage languages.
In contrast, the United States never declared an official language, as English
was already the dominant language and language of communication across
various linguistic communities and groups. Nevertheless, U.S. debates over
language, especially in the context of education, often centered around the
politics of war and immigration. This resulted in a range of policies through-
out U.S. history that ebbed and flowed between more restricted-oriented and
more tolerance-oriented policies. In Los Angeles, for example, one conse-
quence of plurilingualism was backlash against bilingual and heritage lan-
guage programs. During a period when state policies mandated sheltered
English immersion programs for ELLs, bilingual programs in several different
immigrant languages came to an end. Currently in both countries, there is
growing recognition of the need for more tolerance and promotion-oriented
policies, programs and supports for a broader range of indigenous, immigrant
and heritage language students, in addition to official-language proficient
students, to provide them with greater opportunities for bilingual and multi-
lingual development.
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John Maher

6 Diglossia in Multilingual Communities

6.1 A day in the life of diglossia

A language is not a unitary entity shared evenly among all members of a commu-
nity. Its appearance in style and lexico-grammar is not identical in all places and
times. Nor is a language separated from “other” languages by a sort of linguistic
cordon sanitaire. The various languages used in multilingual society are con-
nected through an intricate system of linguistic shapes and networks. They com-
prise a spectrum of repertoires or “varieties” which invoke, in Bakhtin’s felicitous
terminology, “heteroglossic utterances”, “diverse articulations of speaking sub-
jects”, and “multivoicedness” (Bakhtin 1929/1984, 1986).

Speakers inhabit many social worlds and spaces. They dwell in some do-
mains but not others, reflecting and structuring changing social needs and
values. A multilingual society recognizes these language varieties and its multi-
lingual people as its own despite the fact that an “underlying monolingual ho-
mogenizing logic” (Busch 2014: 23) has shaped the way we organize our
communicative practices from our bureaucracy to national history to the school
classroom and a child’s textbook.

Diglossia in multilingual society has existed since antiquity. It is an existen-
tial condition where the indexical order of language and social reality is spread
out unevenly; sometimes the relation seems to fragment. Diglossia encapsulates
the reality that, in the totality of multilingualism, the functional allocation of the
ways and means through which we communicate is heterogeneous.

6.1.1 Agnieszka’s story

Agnieszka is a teenager in Galway, Ireland. She “speaks Polish” because her
parents speak Kashubian (Pomerian), a distinctive dialect of Polish which is
sometimes classified as a language in its own right. Agnieszka is a second
generation schoolgirl in multilingual Ireland where one in seven persons
below the age of 24 is of minority ethnic background. Standard Polish is the
language of her church, her parents’ social club and some media outlets that
she accesses: websites, cable TV. She reads books, surfs the internet with
friends in English and Polish. At home she speaks with her family and skypes
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with her Gdańsk grandparents mixing Kashubian and Standard Polish.
During the school day, Agnieszka communicates in Irish (Gaeilge). She at-
tends a Gaelscoil, an Irish-medium school, one of many Gaelscoileanna in
which schoolchildren in Ireland study through the medium of Irish (currently
about 50,000). The decision to send Agnieszka to a Gaelscoil caused family
disagreement. She wanted to go. Her parents thought that Irish – the Republic
of Ireland’s first official language – was not useful and less prestigious than
English. “OK,” her father argued, “Irish is ‘first,’ English ‘second’ but hey,
come on, you know English is higher and Irish lower. Hey. Everyone in the
world speaks English”. Agnieszka still wanted to go to the local Gaelscoil. She
had neighborhood friends there. She argued the opposite: “Dad, it’s the other
way ‘round! Being fluent in Irish as well as English actually increases your
life and career prospects in Ireland!”

6.1.2 Describing Agnieszka

How do we classify Agnieszka’s situation? Firstly, the empirical terminology of
traditional sociolinguistics classifies and situates languages (Kloss 1967; Stewart
1968) in various functional positions in society. Endoglossic describes the native
local vernacular (Irish). Exoglossic (English) refers to the language that was, at
some point in history, “imported” to become another official language. Thus, al-
though English is, in fact, the second official (not “national”) language of the
Republic of Ireland, it is overwhelmingly the most used, the most prevalent lan-
guage of Ireland in all social domains. This is not a recent linguistic turn. English
became a superstratum – the speech of towns, schools and the social elite – from
the 17th century.

Secondly, we can describe the how and where and why of Agnieszka’s
dual operation of Standard Polish and Kashubian Polish. What are their dis-
tinctive roles in her family’s life? We begin by tracking the different language
practices (including her switching and mixing of languages) that occur, in
fact quite predictably, in these different contexts. Some of these contexts are
more formal – like writing in her journal or reciting prayers in church. Some
are informal – like chatting and texting. We can see from observation that
Agnieszka’s Polish-speaking community in Galway and in the wider Irish
nation is not a homogeneous speech community. In fact, in daily life, its mem-
bers have different competencies in English, and even in Polish. This multilin-
gual situation with a co-existence of different languages and varieties in the
speech community and distributed across formal and informal situations is re-
ferred to as diglossia.
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6.2 Diglossia: Highs and lows

A diglossic situation occurs when two (or more) distinct varieties of a language
co-exist in society and are associated with different social functions. One vari-
ety is prestigious. It may be the “standard” or “official” language of the commu-
nity. It is regarded as a so-called “high” (or H) variety codified in grammar
books and dictionaries. It has what the term’s progenitor, Charles Ferguson,
called “specialised functions” (Ferguson 1959). That is to say this variety is the
medium of instruction at school and university, religious services in churches
and mosques and is used for political discourse, letter writing, the media. The
counterpart to the H variety is a “low” (or L) variety that operates less in the
above domains but is connected rather to situations such as family, social inter-
actions, shopping, casual talk, folk literature, telling jokes, etc.

Diglossia is the defining feature of multilingual societies throughout his-
tory. Consider the language situation of post-invasion Norman England during
the early medieval period and early modern period. In practice, following the
Norman invasion of 1066, England was in a diglossic situation for about three
hundred years where the use of Norman French (H) co-existed with English (L).
Code-switching between French and English commonly occurred, as found in
the literature of William Langland, Geoffrey Chaucer and the Gawain poet
(Putter 2012). Indeed, at the time, an increasingly multilingual Britain led to an
explosion of bilingual and multilingual texts (Latin, French, English) that in-
volved written code-switching for different purposes (e.g., religious, secular,
etc.). This was a case of “diglossic bilingualism” (Fishman 1967), a condition
where stable diglossia co-occurs with widespread bilingualism. Another exam-
ple of diglossic bilingualism was in pre-war 20th century Europe where Jewish
males communicated in both Hebrew (H) and Yiddish (L).

Diglossia is the canonical instance of language allocation in a multilingual
society. It is important to recognize that the concept is neither new nor unfamil-
iar in the history of multilingualism. For example, Lipinѕki (1997: 75) notes that
in thе ѕixth cеntury, oral poetry was delivered (only) in proto-Classical Arabic
but discussed in Arabic vernaculars, a quite different variety.

The expression diglossia (Greek διγλωσσία diglōssia) designates bilingual-
ism itself, as first coined in the 19th century by the illustrious polyglot Greek
writer Emmanuel Rhoides. The term entered French as diglossie and was in cur-
rency among Arabists, in particular William Ambroise Marçais who used the
term to characterize the linguistic situation in Arabic-speaking countries, “la
concurrence entre une langue savante écrite et une langue vulgaire parfois ex-
clusivement parlée” (Feghali 1928: 59). Dante Alighieri (1265–1321) described
the concept pertaining to diglossia in his work on sociolinguistic theory, De
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vulgari eloquentia. In this work, he contrasted the role of global literary Latin,
the “grammatical language” of the elite, and the less prestigious vernaculars.
Dante’s work on this “illustrious vernacular” resulted in the formation of Italian.

The concept began to emerge forcefully in the explication of classical Arabic
versus the vulgate (Marçais 1902). Charles Ferguson popularized the English
equivalent diglossia in 1959. Whilst doing fieldwork on Arabic in the Middle East
in the 1950s, he noticed unequivocally that in any community (or “speech com-
munity” as he called it), two varieties of a language existed coterminously
throughout the community with each having a role to play (Ferguson 1959; see
also Chapter 2, this volume). Ferguson was specific about the conditions for di-
glossia. The two varieties should belong to the same language. The Low (L) form
is commonly an individual’s mother tongue: in Ferguson’s examples, vernacular
Arabic or Greek, Haitian Creole or Swiss German. The prestigious High (H) variety
is normally acquired – and available – in school education. Thus, the language
of formal Arabic is the language of the Koran, which “constitutes the words of
God outside the limits of space and time” (Ferguson 1959: 238). In modern Greek,
diglossia, Katharévousa (i.e., the H code) and Dhimotikí (i.e., the L code), com-
prises a continuum of the Greek languages in the same speech community
(Gkaragkouni 2009). How different varieties co-exist within bilingual society can
be schematized in Table 6.1.

The H and L varieties do not mix. They are stable. They differ in the lexico-
grammar, in phonology. They have a different status. The existence of the L
variety may be devalued or even denied. The H variety is real language. It

Table 6.1: Diglossia and Bilingualism in Society.

＋Diglossia －Diglossia

＋Bilingualism Speakers in the community know
both H and L. Languages are
functionally differentiated
(e.g. Haiti)

An unstable, transitional situation.
Speakers know H and L though
there is a shift to H (e.g., German-
speaking Belgium, indigenous
language in the former USSR)

－Bilingualism Speakers of H dominate speakers of
L (e.g. Spanish and Guarani in
Paraguay or languages
geographically located in different
areas, as with the different
language groups of Switzerland)

A monolingual community which
professes a unitary language. No
language variation (e.g., The Tower
of Babel before Divine intervention,
Cuba where Spanish is the only
spoken language) (Fishman )

106 John Maher

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



may be associated with wealth, prestige, a writing system, with literature,
grammar and dictionaries. There are combinations of relation in diglossia.
There are situations of both bilingualism and diglossia or neither of them or
only one of them. A bilingual community is a community of persons that com-
municate on a regular basis in two languages. Such a community may operate
with (+) two languages in differentiated relation (Haiti) or without (–) diglos-
sia because speakers’ choices have become unstable and unpredictable (as in
the current shift to French in German-speaking Belgium). In Switzerland’s
Italian-speaking canton, Italian is spoken mostly in families and informal sit-
uations (L) but also as a medium of education (H) whilst French and German
(H) are accessed in literary and popular culture, education and media.

Fishman (1967) and Gumperz (1967) insisted on the (Dantean) view that
diglossia merely indicates the situation in any society where different varie-
ties are used in different circumstances. Current thinking about diglossia
tends towards the “broad” view that diglossia applies to “any degree of lin-
guistic relatedness . . . from stylistic differences to separate languages”
(Fasold 1990: 53) in the context of a community whose linguistic repertoire is
mono- or multilingual. Indeed, when sociolinguists refer to “code-switching”,
they do not specify whether the “code” is a language or a dialect (see
Romaine 1994: 63 for an exemplification of this point). Gumperz (1967) dis-
missed as linguistically flawed the notion that the gap between two different
languages is naturally greater than the gap between two varieties. Gumperz
was here deconstructing the problematic classification of two purported lan-
guages Hindi and Urdu.

6.2.1 Diglossia and the body politic of multilingual society

In most situations of societal bilingualism, the Low (L) variety loses ground to
the superposed High (H) variety and the L language typically loses ground to the
H language. This is not always the case, however. H sometimes fails against the
onslaught of L.

Over a period of three hundred years from the 5th century, the Low
Franconian (Flemish, Dutch) language of the powerful Merovingians during the
Salian Frankish dynasty could not supplant Latin. In fact, the barbarians them-
selves began to learn Latin, which became their sermo vulgaris – conversational
Merovingian. Not only that, a more formal version of Latin was emerging among
the Merovingian bourgeoisie for the purpose of diplomacy and learning, literature
and legislation. Thus, in multilingual Merovingian Gaul it was the (Merovingian)
Germanic languages that declined. Although Low Franconian still survived as
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a second language of administration in Austrasia in the 850s, it was obsolete by
the 10th century. Likewise, it was at this stage of the development of Latin that its
famous diglossic splitting occurred. The speech of social classes became sharply
defined. Thus, the emergence of a pagan medium borne by heathens separated
itself from Classic Latin with rules of grammar, correctness and stylistic perfection
that even the educated classes found hard to follow.

The seeds of the historic decline of Latin as a lingua franca of Europe lie in
Latin’s diglossic confrontation with surrounding languages. The vernacular form
of Latin that had waxed eventually fragmented into regional dialects, and, to the
shock of the European elite, classical Latin waned. The arguments at the time
were acute and deeply sociolinguistic. Lingua plebeia or lingua rustica was an
emerging (L) vernacular that disgusted writers such as Tertullian who considered
it wholly unfit for publication. That variety now moved away from the (H) form of
Latin of the Roman church. On the other side of the sociolinguistic argument, the
scholar St Caesarius invoked even the sociocultural context of the Christian gos-
pels, which, he noted, were fundamentally “conversational” (Furman 1949). He
argued on behalf of the vernacular varieties of Latin, noting that “truth is better
than grammar” (i.e. classical Latin) and that the speech of Christ and the fisher-
men was more real and meaningful than the urbane (classical Latin) usage of
scholars and the ruling elite (Furman 1949: 132).

6.3 Fishman’s expansion of diglossia

In an expanded diglossic observation, Fishman (1967) noticed the differential
use of Spanish and Guarani in Paraguay, thereby extending “diglossia” to
refer to unrelated languages that also operate in a diglossic relation in society
(see Table 6.1, second row). In this expanded interpretation, “diglossia exists
not only in multilingual societies which officially recognize several languages
but, also, in societies which are multilingual in the sense that they employ
separate dialects, registers or functionally differentiated language varieties of
whatever kind” (Fishman 1968: 30). Fishman’s description matched the de-
scription of language usage and preference among Mexican-American bilin-
guals in the 1940s (Barker 1975). In Tucson, Arizona, a local variety of
Spanish was used in informal and intimate contexts, and English was used in
formal situations because Spanish speakers had not, in fact, learned the for-
mal standard Spanish appropriate to such circumstances. Barker noted that
English was used for Mexican-mainstream American interactions.
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6.3.1 Diglossia in rock ‘n’ roll and slums

Consider two further examples of diglossia in multilingual situations involving
popular culture and neighborhood communities. They illustrate the complexity
of diglossic relations which do not fit neatly into the classic H and L categories
but which overlap, going back and forth, depending on the cultural context,
social pressure, and even the personal selections of speakers at a particular
time and place.

In a late-night basement in Helsinki, a German band comes off stage. The
music is loud, sung in German and sometimes English, with some greetings in
Finnish. It sounded macaronic. Jan, the lead singer, talks to the audience in
American-accented English between songs. She knows that English penetrates
every vernacular language in popular music. In a study of the impact of the
high status “American accent” that characterized all postwar British pop
music, Trudgill (1997) noted the seismic jolt that occurred when the Beatles
chose to sing in British (aka Liverpool) English. The paradigm shift occurred
somewhere along a street called Penny Lane. There is a folklinguistic view that
English is somehow “well-suited” to pop music (Trudgill 1997). English is not a
tonal language and possibly adapted well to melody composition with its sim-
ple prosody (compare French, with definitive stress on every first syllable, or
Swedish with its information-bearing double stresses). More significant, how-
ever, is the simple fact of status. (American) English is the common language of
world pop culture. The unmarked functional variety of the genre, therefore, is
American English. This is an example of diglossia at the international level.
Sometimes one language variety becomes a symbolic battleground in multilin-
gual Europe with implications for language preference in particular and socio-
linguistic status in general. In 2008, French lawmakers lodged an official
complaint in the French Parliament when the song “Divine” representing
France in the Eurovision Song Contest was delivered in English. Likewise, the
Royal Spanish Academy criticized the Spanish singer Ruth Lorenzo for includ-
ing English lyrics in her entry “Dancing in the Rain”. In the above-mentioned
Helsinki basement, the lyrics seemed to involve a lexico-grammatical trick –
the insertion of English prosody, inflection and lexical mixing of English and
German. In other words, the vocals sound like they are English even when they
are in German.

Six thousand kilometers away in Mumbai, India, the day is starting in the
Dharavi, the largest slum in Asia (population 700,000). Celebrated in Danny
Boyle’s 2008 film Slumdog Millionaire, this sprawling slum is where the potters
speak Gujarati and the fishermen Koli Marathi, the Jains speak Punjabi and, irre-
spective of mother tongue background, the Muslims speak Urdu. The Kalakilla
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neighbourhood is dominated by Hindi speakers; Ayyappan is occupied by
Malayalam speakers and in the Makadawalas Chawl, inhabitants speak a pidgin.
Language is the key criterion for the formation of a chawl or residential unit
(Rajyashree 1989; Sharma 2000). Each chawl is dominated by one language that,
in turn, is linked to a particular industry or religion. Every chawl has its own name
board signs – written in different scripts: the Devanagari script in the Marathi-
speaking New Municipal Chawl, Tamil and Perso-Arabic in the Gulmuhammad
Chawl. Such complex use of bilingual literacy in a multilingual situation means
that language mixing is de rigueur. The celebrated novel The Ground Beneath Her
Feet by Salman Rushdie (2000) is the backdrop for a discussion of the multilin-
gualism of its characters who could “prattle on” in HUGME, “Bombay’s garbage
argot, Mumbai ki kachrapati baat-cheet, in which a sentence could begin in one
language, swoop through a second and even a third and then swing back round
to the first. Our acronymic name for it was Hug-me. Hindi Urdu Gujarati Marathi
English” (2000: 43).

6.4 Diglossia, competing varieties/languages
and language shift

Diglossia’s hierarchical framework is important in explaining the phenomenon
of language shift in multilingual society. First of all, there seem to be straight-
forward contradictions in the Fergusonian categories. It is a simple two-way
formula: H and L. The formula looks more complex when we notice competing
H varieties, as in Tunisia where French and Classical Arabic, or in Wales where
Standard Welsh and Standard English, exist alongside in schools. There is a
continuum between bilingualism and diglossia. A transition may occur from
one to another as in Quebec in the 1960s where there was partial diglossia until
the later shift to partial bilingualism.

The retention/loss of linguistic usage in a situation of language contact
has two straightforward explanations, the first being demographic, the second
involving diglossic relation. In many cases, the simple formula of “numerical su-
periority” in bilingual communities is crucial if the speakers of a minority lan-
guage are to prevail. Thus, Saxon replaced French in bilingual England but was
profoundly modified by it; i.e., French remained in the substratum. English es-
tablished authority in Ireland relatively slowly. It was a minority language
until 1850 but speeded up dramatically in the 19th century following the dev-
astating economic policy of the British rulers leading to mass migration of
the population. There were simply not enough speakers to maintain Irish
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Gaelic as a living language. Nor could the language survive as an unmarked
substratum in Irish English. The influence of Irish on English usage in Irish
English in the lexico-grammar is well documented (Shimada 2010) but is a
characteristic of the speech of mostly rural populations. Likewise, New York
Dutch – though spoken in the city until the 19th century – had little impact
on metropolitan English. Nor does Spanish today. This is despite the fact
that Spanish speakers comprise roughly 10% of the New York population.
The casual observer may conclude that as succeeding generations of Spanish
speakers become monolingual English speakers, the future is unstable for a
robust Spanish-speaking population in New York. This is a most telling fac-
tor in bilingual society. Indeed some linguists argue that numerical superior-
ity is more powerful than diglossic prestige, i.e., the impact of the canonical
H/L relation. Hughes (1966: 275) remarks thus: “The extent of influence of a
substratum language, and its survival, are nearly directly proportional to the
degree of its numerical superiority or inferiority, and that all historical and
linguistic developments can be satisfactorily explained on this hypothesis,
without the necessity of unduly considering linguistic ‘prestige’ or political
relationships, or any other circumstances”.

The second reason for replacement is specifically diglossic. Chaucer, in par-
ticular, gradually legitimized the literary use of Middle English. This created an
apparent anomaly in a multilingual situation. That is, the L variety overtook the
H variety. In this case, English superseded the dominant literary languages of
French and Latin. More sophisticated and seemingly more permanent, these two
languages gave way to Lingua Anglica and became Chaucer’s magnum opus The
Canterbury Tales (1386–1400). This is an example of diglossic “leakage”; i.e.,
one variety takes over the functions formerly held by another variety. This sig-
nals the breakdown of a stable or “broad” diglossia (in Fasold’s terminology,
1990). What is the outcome of such leakage? It will be either a mixture of the
two varieties (H and L) or replacement of one language by another. The logic of
leakage implies that it will be preceded by widespread bilingualism. This is the
case involving the shift from German to a relatively High French variety in the
Deutschsprachige Gemeinschaft Belgiens (German-speaking community of
Wallonia, Belgium). Both languages were commonly used indiscriminately
(Verdoodt 1972) with German gradually giving way to the expansion of French
in some localities. By contrast, elite, educated forms of French (i.e., a standard-
ized variety) in bilingual Quebec are predicted to become less polycentric (i.e.,
Canadian vernacular standard) and increasingly more like that of France and
influenced by English.
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6.5 Language allocation: Style and literary works

The gulf between the lexico-grammars of standard languages and their social
and regional dialects poses questions about the nature of language boundaries
and our characterization of them. On the scale of style, we are aware that lan-
guage usage is variable. There are stylistic scales (Newmark 1988) that inform
the conditions of diglossic usage in a text. At one end are prestigious, socially
acceptable forms of speech and writing. At the other are styles of lower status
that might be socially unacceptable. Public communication is very conscious of
the need to understand such distinctions. Consider the following examples, the
first five of which are taken from art galleries (Bridgestone, Ueno, Metropolitan
Tokyo, Tokyo Modern, Mori) in downtown Tokyo:

. Officialese Baby pushchairs are categorically prohibited inside the
gallery. Your kind cooperation is requested.

. Official Baby pushchairs are prohibited in the gallery.
. Formal You are requested not to bring baby strollers into the gallery.
. Neutral Baby pushchairs are not allowed.
. Informal Please do not bring baby pushchairs in here.
. Colloquial Don’t bring that pushchair in here.
. Slang Get the buggy out of here, ok?
. Vulgar Get that damn buggy outta here.

In multilingual society, languages and language varieties look at the world dif-
ferently. It is precisely their social distribution and habitation in different do-
mains and genre that is the source of the creative impulse in multilingual/
bilingual society. Whether a poet and singer in the French-speaking Canadian
province of Quebec writing in English like Leonard Cohen, or a leading figure
in the Yiddish literary movement in America like Isaac Bashevis Singer, the im-
pulse towards diglossia as a common tool of literary enrichment – of the text
and of the feeling of a text – is very powerful.

Writers of creative literature are well aware how the diglossic impulse influ-
ences their work. There is the example of Glasgow English in the opening of
Irvine Welsh’s novel Trainspotting (1993), which runs, “The lager’s loupin.
Seems tae huv gone dead flat, ken. Tastes like fuckin pish”. In Emily Brontë’s
Wuthering Heights, the first sentence runs, “Tmaister’s dahn’ fowld. Goa rahnd
by th’end u’ laith, if you went tuh spake tull him”. Emily’s sister, Charlotte, re-
wrote dialogue for publication in England’s south. Thomas Hardy gives numer-
ous instances of diglossia in his novel Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1892). Tess’s
mother uses the “Wessex” (Dorset) dialect. Tess is described as speaking “two
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languages”: a dialect at home and ordinary English with “persons of quality”.
Many writers have been conscious of the fundamental implications of diglossia
and the metalinguistic aspects of speech.

6.6 Diglossia with bilingualism in transition

Whereas diglossia is a comparative linguistic category, a matter of the opposition
between formal and informal language varieties in a community, bilingualism is
the interactive capacity of two (different) languages in that community. Diglossia
raises fundamental questions about the nature of language boundaries in multi-
lingual society. The language shift that accompanies diglossia occurs over time
often gradually as a language moves into one functional domain and then an-
other. Sallabank (2014) in her studies on Channel Islands French notes that even
in the 20th century Guernésiais or Guernsey French was spoken by the majority
of the population for all day-to-day purposes, in a diglossic relationship with
Standard French as the ‘High’ partner. In the present-day, French is still used for
administration but the common everyday language has shifted Guernésiais
(Guernsey French) to dialectal Channel Island English.

Diglossia as known in multilingual society overlaps with how it operates in
the exchange of many regional and social dialects. Chambers and Trudgill note
in Dialectology (1998: 36) that “people who are known to be bidialectal [i.e.,
those with a facility for using two dialects of the same language] do actually
control the two dialects, using one of them in special circumstances, such as
when visiting a speaker with a similar ‘home’ background, and using the other
for daily social and business affairs”.

Consider the following example of bidialectal usage pressed into service for
specific propaganda purposes. In 1941, as German bombs were falling on
London (the Blitz) and English cities causing devastation, death, and rationing,
the BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation) made a decision that shook the
foundations of British society. As part of an anti-Nazi propaganda strategy, it
employed a Yorkshire dialect speaker Wilfred Pickles to read the news. The BBC
set aside the traditional “standard” RP (Received Pronunciation) that was asso-
ciated with social elite and privilege. Purportedly, the shift to dialectal English
was meant to render it confusing to German listeners, i.e., more difficult for the
Nazis to learn and impersonate British speakers. The result was disbelief and
outrage among some listeners that a variety (RP) associated with prestige and
authority (a social class) should be removed from the media (and thus the body
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politic) in favor of a socially lower variety. It did not feel right and was not
right. This is an example of diglossia for language planning.

As social relations change, language acts as a barometer of how we manage
those relations. A language, therefore, is a churning sea, reflecting social hierar-
chy just as, in multilingual society, rival languages and language varieties test
their functional strength. Languages displace each other – “language shift” – in
large and small communities. Dominant varieties win friends and influence peo-
ple. They expand their role repertoires as they come to symbolize group mem-
bership. Users of a dominant variety may pursue language enforcement in the
jostling classification of languages and their relative significance according to
national vs. official or unofficial vs. recognized minority. Some language varie-
ties are considered more desirable than others. These varieties are codified with
orthographies and grammars. Some have the powerful backing of agencies and
academies and achieve state recognition. Other codification efforts fail and
sometimes there is no clear reason why (Maher 2017). Sometimes society recog-
nizes two or more languages “as its own” – each language or language variety
having its own domain and purpose. Thus, the European elites of late modern-
ism, whether in Warsaw or Moscow, spoke (Parisian) French just as elites before
them in medieval Europe communicated in Latin or Provençal or Catalan or
Danish. In the 21st century of today, English appears to have taken up its role as
an international status symbol, a lingua franca that presents itself as a “high”
preferred form for communication in popular culture or international politics or
education.

6.7 Diglossia in multilingual Japan

What is clear from an analysis of diglossia is that a speech community has a vari-
ety of repertoires related to work and play and learning. Each repertoire in the
speech community possesses different combinations of situations and interlocu-
tors, situations and interactions. There are no fully separate languages.
Multilingual society comprises a mixture of situationally and functionally defined
varieties: “an assembly of social styles, the argot of social group and workplace,
historical continuity and change, grammars and vocabularies, and regional ac-
cents” (Maher 2017: 1). Consider the following examples of diglossia in Japan – a
sociolinguistic environment that has not at all been thought by linguists
(Shibatani 1990) to involve any form of diglossia. In the pre-war era, the Ainu lan-
guage had already shifted to Japanese in almost all social domains. Traces of Ainu
itak (speech) appear in family names, religious ceremony, naming, songs and
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dances. We glimpse the arc of language displacement in a bilingual community
where forms of speech function differently in different contexts. Ainu was cultur-
ally and legally marginalized from the Meiji Period (1870s) onwards and the trans-
mutation from ethnicity to nationality meant that the Ainu language was
abandoned in favor of the new national standard, Tokyo Japanese. This involved
forced assimilation to the superposed Japanese with its undisputed hegemony in
all social domains. Standard Japanese (hyojungo) in Hokkaido is high status –
compared to say, Kansai dialect in the south. Inhabitants of the north are some-
times unaware that whilst they undoubtedly read and write in Standard Japanese,
in fact they speak a distinctive mainland dialect (Tohoku). This encapsulates three
key dimensions of language use: degrees of status (high and low) within the same
language variety, language shift in multilingual society, and the functional distri-
bution of two languages. The Ainu language situation in the northern lands has
parallels with the language situation in the far south.

In a quiet street in the Okinawan capital Naha, a woman speaks to her child
in Uchinaa-Yamatoguchi, the distinctive Okinawan variety of Japanese. Symbol
of ambiguous loyalty in the Ryukyu islands, this form of speech is often mistaken
for Standard Japanese because the grammatical structure is very similar to
Standard Japanese. It is not the same. The Okinawan Japanese variety is influ-
enced by Ryukyuan languages or Shima kutuba, “Island Speech”, six indigenous
languages that make up the Japonic language family. It is influenced, as well, by
English – the result of postwar occupation by the United States. Whilst standard
Japanese is a high status form employed in public administration, education and
the media, Uchinaa-Yamatoguchi is used among family and friends, for intimate
and informal social relations. It is a personal problem for some young speakers
like the Ryukyuan activist Shinako Oyakawa involved in language revitalization:
“In Naha I became ashamed of my Uchinaa-Yamatoguchi. I thought, ‘oh, I have
a dialect with an accent’, and I was ashamed of that back then. Then I went to
the University of the Ryukyus where there were a lot of students from mainland
Japan. I tried even harder to speak Japanese in the Tokyo style there, but when I
found out about language revitalization in Hawai’i, I started thinking about the
value of the language in Okinawa. That was a big change for me” (Heinrich,
Arakaki, and Oyakawa 2015: 324). Even more isolated in the Ryukyuan social
structure are the Ryukyuan languages themselves. Japan’s invasion of these
southern islands began in the late 19th century. This resulted in the enforced as-
similation to mainland Japan (hondo). Heinrich (2004) has charted the narrowing
of Ryukyuan language varieties to restricted functions over time. The Ryukuan
languages were prohibited in most official domains such as education and the
civil service. The media launched Japanese-language literacy as the only medium
of communication (Ryukyu Shimpo established in 1893, Okinawa Shinbun in
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1905, Okinawa Mainichi Shinbun 1905). Constant borrowing from Japanese re-
sulted in penetration of Standard Japanese phonology into these languages
and a definitive shift to casual speech Ryukyuan following the loss of the
Ryukyuan honorific language. Detached from several social domains, the bi-
furcation in the functional distribution of Ryukyuan and Japanese has re-
sulted in the unmarked use of the former language by older speakers only in
casual situations.

Spoken and written language is also a complex ecology. Up until Japan’s
postwar period and lasting over a period of several hundred years, Japan was
in a state of diglossic bilingualism: a society that has two functionally separate
language codes. One variety was a highly codified complex, superposed vari-
ety, the vehicle of written literature. In Japan, this has been the H, namely
Chinese, variety. In another entirely different set of circumstances, an L variety
operated through spoken language and was the language of ordinary conversa-
tion. Unlike Korean or even English, the development of a writing system
for Japanese did not help to stabilize one particular variety of Japanese
even though Japanese syntax was employed in the earliest poems written in
Man’yogana in the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki. The reason for this is obvious.
Literacy in kanbun or the imported Chinese style of writing was known by only
a very small minority of the elite. The rapprochement between the classical
Chinese-based written form and spoken Japanese began in the mid-20th cen-
tury genbun ichi movement.

Commonalities of diglossia are apparent in many domains of language use
in Japan. The so-called genbun ichi movement during the Meiji period attempted
to excise Japanese archaic forms from the written Japanese so that a new literary
genre could emerge that was closer to the spoken, i.e., ordinary speech. This
older form encompassed privileged forms of Sino-Japanese writing. Now follow-
ing the incoming flood of Western influence together with increased industriali-
zation, urban culture and increasing literacy, written language could no longer
support the older form of writing and called for a new literary form. The gap be-
tween the written (H) form of Japanese and that of the spoken form of language
(L) became wider and, in fact, no longer sustainable.

In the religious domain, we see a contemporary example of the stylistic dif-
ference between the (written and recited) language of o-kyo, recitation of the
Buddhist sutra, compared, radically, with say reading aloud an email at home.
The lexis and grammar and entire sound systems of the two activities diverge
so dramatically that, even though both employ features of what we usually
speak of as a similar system, i.e., Nihongo, it would be an exaggeration to refer
to them as “the same language”.
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6.8 Diglossia and identity

Diglossia poses fundamental questions about language identity in a multilin-
gual society. Diglossia in multilingual society frequently occurs in a diasporic
setting where radically different competencies occur – monolingual to bilin-
gual – in the heritage setting. A speaker’s linguistic repertoire is typically situ-
ated “somewhere” on a continuum of speech varieties. In the Dublin or Galway
communities, acrolectal Polish – standard modern Polish – is situated in literacy
practices, the media and “Saturday schools” whilst low prestige varieties from
regional or rural areas comprise basilectal Polish spoken at home with friends
and family members. Deep descriptions of “textbook” examples of diglossia – in
fact cited by Ferguson (1959) – can turn complex. In Cyprus, vernacular (re-
gional) Cypriot Greek is commonly characterized as the L variety and Standard
Modern Greek as the H variety (Arvaniti 2006). In a similar context, Karatsareas
(2016) has examined the phenomenon of “transplanting diglossia” when lan-
guage varieties reposition themselves in London’s Greek Cypriot community:
the parikia (‘community’). Karatsareas shows that when attitudinal symmetries
between Standard Greek and Cypriot Greek are transplanted to the parikia, the
former is viewed as prestigious, correct, intelligent, attractive, whilst conversely,
Cypriot Greek enjoys covert prestige as sincere, friendly, and kind, a sign of soli-
darity, loyalty and membership, a symbol of the migrant struggle and hardship
that occasioned the migration in the first place. Yet, negative prestige typically
attaches to an L variety – a robust feature of diglossia, including in the case of
the London Cypriot community: “In certain cases, the use of CypGr by heritage
speakers is actively discouraged by the first generation not only in the public
domain but also in private domains such as the home. Active discouragement
targets both lexical and grammatical variants that are traditionally associated
with basilectal varieties of CypGr, and heritage language features, especially the
adoption of morphologically adapted loanwords from English” (Karatsareas
2016: 1).

Given the stratificational nature of diglossia symbolized by two levels H and
L, diglossia almost always involves the politics of language choice. Such choice
is also dependent upon the stability of languages in a multilingual environment:
language use and preference at home, work, school, changes in social networks
and attitudes. For example, Matsumoto has studied, longitudinally, the changing
diglossic situation in Micronesia where, in postcolonial multilingual Palau,
Japanese has been replaced by English as the H language while indigenous
Palauan remains the L spoken language (Matsumoto 1999, 2001). Palauan diglos-
sia evolved in a changing multilingual society as the Japanese language first be-
came a local vernacular and then progressively weakened over time. Matsumoto
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examined language abilities in the three languages (Palauan, Japanese, English)
across different age groups. She indicated that Palau is probably a “temporary
multilingual” society which will likely shift to a “bilingual” society (Palauan and
English) after the older Japanese speakers pass away. She thus summarizes the
current situation: “given that the younger generation consisted of elite monolin-
gual English speakers and ordinary English learners, who mostly use Palauan in
daily life, the direction of change in the more distant future was uncertain, with
two possible scenarios: (a) Palau may remain as a bilingual society with a clear
social division with only minority elite Palauans speaking English and majority
ordinary islanders sticking to Palauan; or (b) there might be a further step to-
wards an English-speaking nation, abandoning their indigenous language”
(Matsumoto 2018: abstract).

6.9 Conclusion

Multilingualism places us in transcultural space. It blurs the nature of language
borders. It embraces mobility and a diversity of language acts: people chatting
on the street corner, singing songs in different languages, reading newspapers,
novels and poetry in one or another language.

The beginning of this chapter highlighted the various functional positions
that language takes in society. A language or a language variety may accrue
high social status (H) or lower social status (L). A language may be a standard
form and a national symbol with official status (like Irish in Ireland). Thus, as
we saw, Irish is endoglossic – a native local vernacular – compared to English,
which was historically imported and imposed, and thus, exoglossic.

The dynamic movement of varieties of language with different kinds of social
context and status means that language in society is, indeed, always “on the
move”. In contemporary multilingual society, “language” is viewed as essentially
a dynamic and diverse phenomenon located within (potentially bilingual) indi-
viduals and within verbal interaction. This model contrasts with the fin de siècle
Saussurian project that attempted to describe language as a stable linguistic
structure, thus providing the rationale for linguistic investigation to become “a
true science” (see a similar discussion in Chapter 2, this volume). Wide-ranging
criticism of this approach (Bakhtin 1986; Bourdieu 1991) centered on the overem-
phasis on language as a static structure. Such abstract objectivism would lead to
a view of language that “takes as its point of departure the finished monologic
utterance” (Volosinov 1973: 76) in order to supply “the grounds for the reification
of the linguistic form” (1973: 79).
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Language in multilingual society, just like money and kinship, the organiza-
tion of groups, religion and other “evolutionary universals” (Parsons 1964: 339)
holds together our social system. It provides a sense of identity from past to pres-
ent. Biblical Hebrew and Yiddish for many Jews comprise such continuity.
Standard English and Caribbean Creole for Jamaicans combine the sociocultural
system of both inside (e.g., Jamaica) and outside (the world of global English).
Theories of social evolution rely heavily upon what is described as integration
and differentiation. Written language, for instance, is a dramatic evolutionary
step because literacy embodies what Coulmas (1992: 37) terms “the adaptive ca-
pacity of social systems by advancing differentiation and specialization”. Both
phenomena are essential to multilingual societies. We see it in the shared use of
Chinese characters (kanji) in Japan, Korea and China, which is different from the
spoken vernaculars. Integration permits shared knowledge in a society where
several languages co-exist. Thus, the very presence of Chinese characters permits
several languages (Mandarin, Wu, and Cantonese) to co-exist as one and to be
available to many speakers in different situations. It is a “common language” ex-
isting only in the written system – and this remains a quintessential case of di-
glossia in multilingual society.
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Anat Stavans and Ronit Porat

7 Codeswitching in Multilingual
Communities

7.1 Codeswitching as a trademark of multilingual
societies

The term “multilingualism” is widely used to refer to proficiency in more than
two languages by an individual speaker or a society. For over half a century, bi-
lingualism was seen simply as an alternative to monolingualism and its study
covered any individual or collective language situation involving more than one
language. Today, however, researchers distinguish multi- from bilingualism,
claiming that just as bilinguals should not be perceived as the mere sum of two
monolinguals (Grosjean 2001, 2010), multilinguals are not the sum of three, four
or more monolinguals. Moreover, the literature distinguishes between people
who become multilingual simultaneously or consecutively, a distinction with sig-
nificant implications for our understanding of the phenomenon.

Multilingualism is a dynamic phenomenon, where languages are used for
different purposes with different individuals (Gumperz 1982, see also Chapter 6,
this volume). Multilingualism changes over time, depending on one’s linguistic
needs and opportunities (Stavans and Hoffmann 2015), the speakers’ knowl-
edge and awareness or cognitive mechanisms (Dewaele 2010), and social
forces. Multilingual language choices are related to linguistic accommodations,
such as changing aspects of language according to the speech style of the other
speaker (De Houwer 1995, 2017) or due to political factors (minority-majority
language relationships, ethnic interests, attitudes towards members of the mul-
tilingual society and other members outside the community).

A common phenomenon in multilingual language choices, codeswitching,
refers to the alternate use of two or more languages in the same utterance or
conversation (Auer 2005; Montanari 2009; Poplack 1980; Quay 2001; Stavans
and Swisher 2006). It is not surprising that people take advantage of the unique
ability to combine elements from the languages in their linguistic repertoire
(Green and Li, 2014; Muysken 2013). Just like multilingualism, codeswitching is
fast becoming the norm rather than the exception. Increased migration and
globalization are creating more multilingual societies. More than half of the
world’s population is bilingual and less than a quarter of the world’s population
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is trilingual (Grosjean 2010: 13–16; see also De Bot 1992 and statistics in Europe
by European Commission 2012). From a tender age, multilinguals develop
awareness of different social situations and are more sensitive and responsive to
the context of communication (Stavans 1990). Codeswitchers use the different
forms of language to perform sociolinguistic functions, such as role-playing, re-
porting what others are saying, and affiliating with a speech community to cre-
ate empathy and inclusion (Barnes 2006; Lanza 1997; Montanari 2009; Quay
2001). In what follows, we present different perspectives drawing on state-of-the
-art work on what makes codeswitching a multilingual’s trademark. We start
with definitions and theories, patterns of codeswitching, and their discursive
forms and functions in different personal and social situations.

7.2 Definitions and theories

7.2.1 Codeswitching as a language contact phenomenon

Codeswitching is defined as a communication strategy typically used by multilin-
guals, in which they alternate between languages, in the context of a single con-
versation. An altered speech item is called a switch, and it may occur within an
utterance (intrasentential switching), or at the end of one and the beginning of the
next utterance (intersentential switching) (Poplack 1980). The former is also called
classic (Myers-Scotton 1993) or alternational codeswitching (Muysken 2000). Other
language contact terms include codemixing, borrowing, or alternation.

Not all researchers use the same terms; in particular, codeswitching, borrow-
ing and code mixing are used interchangeably. Borrowing occurs when a word or
short expression in one language is inserted in another while maintaining the
phonology, morphology, and syntax of the original language. Codeswitching also
occurs when fluent speakers switch languages between or within sentences but
preserve the phonological and other grammatical properties of each language.
Similarly, codemixing refers to the transfer of linguistic elements from one lan-
guage to another, without conforming to the phonetic or morphological conven-
tions of the alternate language, with the code modification occurring in the same
sentence (intrasententially). Today, researchers tend to use both codeswitching
and codemixing interchangeably as they stress the functional aspect of the phe-
nomenon and consider the “switching” as evidence of a verbal skill requiring
greater competence in all language repertoires (Stavans and Hoffmann 2015).

The term codeswitching was coined by Haugen (1956), who distinguished
between switching, codeswitching, and integration. Here, “switching” was used
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to refer to the alternate use of two languages by bilinguals, and “codeswitching”
to a linguistic situation where bilinguals introduced a single unassimilated word
from one language into another; the third term, “integration”, referred to the
overlapping of two languages.

Later scholars proposed different definitions, motivated by their analyses of
various codeswitched utterances from a pragmatic or grammatical approach. An
influential sociocultural-linguistic approach was developed by Gumperz (1982),
who introduced the terms situational and metaphorical switching to explain how
setting and participants, as well as topic, affected linguistic forms and concluded
that in some social situations, particular languages or dialects may be more ap-
propriate than others. The social-psychological approach represented by Myers-
Scotton’s markedness model (1983, 1993, 1998) stated that each language in mul-
tilingual societies is linked with particular social roles that issue both rights but
also obligations by both society and individuals. According to the model, speak-
ers use codeswitching in an exploratory way to establish social balance when
community norms are unclear as to which language is unmarked. Adopting a so-
ciocultural approach, Heller (1992, 2007) provided explanatory and interactional
understandings of codeswitching in particular social and historical settings,
rather than as models for linguistic capability. Heller’s research in Quebec and
Ontario coined the term “economics of bilingualism”, referring to codeswitching
as a political strategy whereby dominant groups rely on norms of language
choice to preserve symbolic control, whereas inferior groups use codeswitching
to resist or redefine their political status.

In a similar vein, Rampton (1995, 1998) used the term “crossing” to refer to
“the use of a language which isn’t generally thought to ‘belong’ to the speaker”
(1998: 290), that is, a type of codeswitching practiced by speakers across
boundaries of ethnicity, race, or language community. Crossing is designed to
achieve complex functions in everyday conversation, including the dominant
outgroup’s use of prestigious minority codes; pejorative secondary foreigner
talk (mocking use of a foreign accent to convey distance from a particular eth-
nic group); or as a mitigating discourse strategy (a way to ease tension by
adopting a certain stereotyped accent). Much of the described definitions have
led to theoretical and other explanatory models.

7.2.2 Explanatory models

Codeswitching has been studied through the complementary lenses of socio-
and psycholinguistics (Genesee 1989; Genesee and Nicoladis 2007; Green and
Li 2014; MacSwan 2014; Stavans 1990, 1992), in addition to the formal linguistic
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perspective (MacSwan 1999; Meisel 2001; Myers-Scotton 2002). The structural
approach proposed in Myers-Scotton’s (1993) Matrix Language Frame model
(MLF) explains intrasentential or insertional codeswitching as involving a ma-
trix language (“base” language) and an embedded language (“contributing”
language), with switches of elements of the embedded language inserted into
the dominant/matrix language according to the speaker’s proficiency. If speak-
ers are proficient in the matrix language (as in classical codeswitching) “the ab-
stract grammatical structure within a clause will come only from one of the
participating languages” (Myers-Scotton and Jake 2009: 337). On the other
hand, if people do not have full control of abstract grammatical forms, other
participating varieties will also contribute grammatical structure. That is, there
is a unique CS structure that is not sensitive to specific lexical items of a con-
tributing language but the contributing language has a significant consequence
from the outset on the syntactic structure of the CS, in that the lexical item pre-
disposes the structure of the CS but does not constrain it (MacSwan 1999).

In contrast to the formal linguistic perspective, which considers codeswitch-
ing a product of grammatical systems and not a practice of individual speakers,
psycholinguistic theories focus on the cognitive mechanisms and knowledge
structures underlying language production, comprehension, and acquisition. One
is Herdina and Jessner’s (2002) dynamic systems theory model of multilingualism,
which describes a protracted, chaotic, and highly individual course of develop-
ment that cannot be described adequately from an ideal grammatical and static
point of view, as it depends on social, psycholinguistic and individual factors, as
well as the different contexts in which language occurs (see Chapters 13 and 15,
this volume). Accordingly, each of the multilingual’s language systems is an open
system influenced by interdependent psychological and social factors related to
language maintenance, communicative needs, and language choice, where iden-
tical incidents of language transfer can lead to different multilingual productions
by the same speaker. Similarly, De Bot (1992) argues that language can be seen as
a dynamic system, with a set of variables that interact over time, and based on
Levelt’s (1989) model, this system constitutes a language node with a monitoring
function. This function provides information about the state of activation of vari-
ous languages and acts as a monitoring device between the intended language
and the one currently used.

Grosjean (2001) developed the notion of language mode, which concerns
the variability of multilingual speech situations. Depending on the mode, the
speaker can choose how many languages to activate. Thus, a bilingual may
move from a monolingual speech mode when talking to a fellow monolingual
and using only one language to a bilingual mode when talking to another bilin-
gual by means of switching and borrowing. The notion of speech modes also
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applies to trilinguals. The language mode depends on various factors, such as
the speakers’ language mixing habits, the usual mode of interaction, the pres-
ence of monolinguals, the degree of formality, and the speakers’ socioeconomic
status. Stavans (1990, 1992, 2005; Stavans and Hoffmann 2015) incorporated
these elements in the following model:

Maxwell’s classical arrangement of colors within a triangle serves as an analogous
illustration of the processing of multilingualism in general and the production of a
codeswitch at the sentence or utterance level in particular. This multilingual proc-
essing originates at a monolingual point. A move along the sides of the larger tri-
angle – the Bilingual area – results in a bilingual switch. A move along the sides
of the inner Bilingual triangle results in a trilingual switch, creating the multilin-
gual area shown in the smallest triangle. This illustrative diagram may be viewed
as not only multi-layered but also specific for describing processing on the one
hand and competence on the other. Processing is the distance and direction away
from the monolingual vertex, whereas competence is the specific trajectory taken

Bilingual

Bilingual

Bilingual

M

Lgreen

Monolingual

Lblue

Monolingual
Lred

Monolingual

Figure 7.1: Stavans (2005) model of trilingual processing.
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when the different linguistic elements are combined. The trajectory from vortex to
vortex along the sides and the interior of the triangle, making a specific point in
the three-dimensional triangle a possible location for a codeswitch to occur, is a
result of not only sheer linguistic effects but it is also motivated and driven by
communicative, social and cognitive characteristics that explain the specific loci
in the triangle.

Stavans and Hoffmann (2015) extensively discuss language contact phe-
nomena such as codeswitching in line also with sociocultural theories on co-
deswitching such as “translanguaging” models (Creese and Blackledge 2010;
García and Li 2014), capturing the combined use of resources from different
languages, with little regard for geopolitical boundaries of named languages.
However, while until recently most language contact has been treated as
code-switching of one kind or another, there is a need to clarify this novel per-
spective of translanguaging as another form of studying, understanding and
interpreting language contact. García (2009: 140) explains: “Translanguaging
is the act performed by bilinguals of accessing different linguistic features or
various modes of what are described as autonomous languages, in order to
maximize communicative potential”. García’s understanding of translanguag-
ing is heavily grounded in the North American multilingual scene. Li’s (2018:
blog) perspective – driven by the British scene – states that translanguaging
“defines language as a multilingual, multimodal, and multisensory sense-
and meaning-making resource”. MacSwan (2017) further proposes an alterna-
tive view of the underlying theory of translanguaging – a multilingual per-
spective – which accepts individual multilingualism as universal.

So, what is the difference between codeswitching and translanguaging?
According to García and Lin (2016), code-switching assumes separate linguistic
systems related to labeled languages as if dealing in its analysis with at least
two monolingualisms. Translanguaging, on the other hand, assumes one inte-
grated linguistic system where all “ . . . languages are used in a dynamic and
functionally integrated manner to organize and mediate mental processes in
understanding, speaking, literacy, and, not least, learning” (Lewis, Jones, and
Baker 2012: 1). Moreover, translanguaging is different from codeswitching not
phenomenologically but theoretically in that codeswitching by and large takes
a structural perspective on bilingual text or talk, whereas translanguaging fo-
cuses primarily on what speakers actually do and achieve by drawing on ele-
ments from their repertoires in situated contexts (Juffermans et al. 2014: 49).
Thus both codeswitching and translanguaging wish to explain a uniquely mul-
tilingual phenomenon. However, the perspective taken is different in that co-
deswitching is structurally and systemically grounded in monolingual analytic
paradigms of linguistic features of language systems.
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Hence a new understanding of codeswitching has emerged and has taken on
a more fine-tuned analysis and outlook in translanguaging. The notion of trans-
languaging is helpful in that it puts codeswitching firmly in its social context and
emphasizes the creative abilities of multilinguals, especially creating space for
multilingualism in educational contexts. Translanguaging research has indeed
contributed to reconceptualizing language policy and practice in the multilingual
classroom and specifically in problematizing conventional assumptions regard-
ing language mixing in classroom settings. For instance, codeswitching is seen
as instrumental in teaching and learning because it enhances learning; it wel-
comes multilingual children and families, and thus, it affirms the benefits of lin-
guistic diversity – across and within communities and individuals.

However, we need bridges between linguistic, psycholinguistic and socio-
linguistic analyses of codeswitching/translanguaging and a shared terminol-
ogy if we are to make advances in understanding multilingual abilities (see
Pavlenko 2017).

Moving outwards from the individual to the society, it is important to sur-
vey patterns of language use in different world communities in which lan-
guages are typically mixed, the social functions of such codeswitching and the
social meanings it conveys, and the degree of language maintenance or lan-
guage shift observed in such communities.

7.3 Patterns of language contact and their
discursive functions in multilingual
communities

Throughout history, the search for food, territory or trade has driven different
people to settle in the same productive and accessible areas, which resulted in
multilingual societies. Multilingual territories are also the result of military or
religious expansions, the quest for higher education and professional opportu-
nities overseas, and an increased recognition of minority rights and languages,
all of which generate multilingual individuals and societies with new and
evolving linguistic repertoires (see also the contributions in Part 1).

Usually, the statuses of specific languages and their speakers are far from
balanced or equal. Motivated by nationalist or even racist ideologies, a lan-
guage may be recognized as the sole official language (Spanish in Costa Rica)
despite the extensive use of others. Alternatively, it may share that status with
another language (English and Chinese in Hong Kong); it may be recognized as
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an official regional language (Basque in Spain and France); or it may be pro-
scribed or discouraged by official sanction or restriction (Macedonian in Greece).
A unique model that promotes multilingualism is provided by Singapore, where
an internationalization ideology has led to adopting a non-indigenous language
as the official language (English) next to three indigenous languages (Mandarin
Chinese, Malay and Tamil) (see Chapter 3, this volume). This has boosted the use
of codeswitching in social contexts as a communicative strategy, a device for elu-
cidation and interpretation, and a means to establish solidarity and social bond-
ing in multilingual discourse (Tay 1989).

Similarly, codeswitching occurs in Hong Kong, where besides the frequently
studied codeswitching between Cantonese and English, trilingual codeswitching
is emerging following the increasing contact with China after the decolonization
and the new mainland policy of using Standard Chinese or Putonghua as the
Medium of Instruction (PMI) in some primary schools (Chan 2018; see also
Chapter 3, this volume). Conversely, in Dominica in the West Indies, a local, neg-
ative attitude to codeswitching is enforced where rural adults forbid children
from speaking Patwa (a French-lexicon creole) in favor of acquiring English (the
official language). They themselves, on the other hand, continue using Patwa for
a variety of expressive functions and codeswitch regularly (Paugh 2005).

Multilingual societies provide opportunities for intense language contact
causing speakers to combine languages used inside and outside the home envi-
ronment. Generally, where multilingualism exists, speakers will develop cross-
linguistic communication strategies such as codeswitching, which they will
adopt in private as well as in public settings. The multiple discursive functions
that codeswitching serves for multilingual individuals as well as societies are in-
strumental in establishing individual and communal identity, entitlements to
rights and opportunities, fostering and enhancing multiliteracy, and promoting a
country’s economic and political status through multilingualism in cyberspace.

7.3.1 Codeswitching as a means to establish communal
and individual identity

For bi- or trilinguals, it is normal to move between different languages, and
they often fail to regard this faculty as an asset because they succumb to mono-
lingual standards. This attitude is deeply rooted in social practices and particu-
larly in language policies. Research shows differences between mono-, bi- and
trilingual competence in flexible transition from a monolingual to a multilin-
gual speech mode, often designed to establish identity and “belonging”.
Numerous studies outline trends and approaches in interpreting codeswitching
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as a means to create, maintain and shift individual and group identity so as to
account for the reality of an “ongoing human production” where individuals
have some agency to subjectively (re)create their reality” (Berger and
Luckmann 1966: 192). When language(s) are concerned, switching codes can
be a means through which speakers (re)construct aspects of their identities,
adopting or highlighting different/partial roles that are not necessarily “dual”
or contrasting as commonly believed (Auer 2005; Gumperz 1982).

The complexity of the linguistic practices of multilinguals is evident in to-
day’s postmodern societies (Giddens 1991), where speakers can negotiate/rede-
fine their identities, or “crossover” to languages/varieties of other groups they do
not ethnically belong to (Rampton 1995). The shift from the traditionally concep-
tualized interaction in a single language to a multilingual interaction as a norm
rather than an exception acknowledges the diversity facilitated by globalization,
the embracing of movement instead of stasis, and of borders instead of interiors
as the underlying force behind codeswitching and identity. This outlook has mo-
tivated early research on codeswitching to focus on its systematic and rule-
governed properties as a means of countering popular perceptions of bilingual
speakers as cognitively deficient, if not socially belligerent. Identity, transformed
through escalating contact set in motion by globalization and the transnational
reconfiguration of media, migration, and markets has brought together not just
languages, but also the subjectivities of the people who speak them in intensive
interactions (Vu 2017). The metalinguistic awareness resulting from this intensifi-
cation has been at the core of the sociocultural analysis of codeswitching.

Hall and Nilep (2015) describe four research traditions that suggest diver-
gent theoretical perspectives on the relationship between language and iden-
tity. First, ethnography of communication in the 1960s and 70s situated
codeswitching as a product of local speech community identities, in which
speakers oscillated between ingroup and outgroup language varieties to es-
tablish conversational stances informed by the contrast of local vs. non-local
relationships and settings. Second, language and political economy in the
1980s positioned codeswitching practices as the contrast in nation-state
identities through processes of nationalism. Here codeswitching was dented
by means of establishing sociolinguistic hierarchies through language stan-
dardization, often focusing on the language practices of minority speakers.
Third, discursive foci in the 1990s challenged our understanding of language
choice as controlled by preexisting indexical ties to identities where codes-
witching was a resource of minority communities for establishing multicul-
tural and interethnic identities. Finally, the formation of hybrid identities in
this millennium focuses on codeswitching as a social byproduct of acceler-
ated globalization. Hall and Nilep (2015) conclude that each perspective
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contributes to a holistic understanding of codeswitching as a social practice
when languages come in contact frequently, especially through speech com-
munity identities and encounters with others which lead to the growth of
local varieties and the construction of “we codes” and “they codes”.

Hence, looking at codeswitching as symbolizing identities beyond the lin-
guistic fact, Auer (2005) frames the sociolinguistic perspective on codeswitching
as interaction-oriented research and the indexing of social identities in conversa-
tion. By doing this, he examines the kind of identity predicates that the alternat-
ing use of two languages can index in conversation and their relevance as an
explanatory framework to multilingual pragmatics. Multilinguals do not claim
co-membership simply because they speak more than one language, but rather
that speaking a particular language entitles them to group membership and
builds their identity (Gafaranga 2005). In some social contexts, language reflects
ethno-social structures rather than creating them based on ancestry, culture,
place of origin, race, etc. In this case, codeswitching within given semiotic con-
stellations comes into play, with the ethnically “rich” language used in addition
to/alternation with another language – usually the majority language – and
functioning as the “seasoning” of the ethnic flavor on one’s everyday language
(i.e. the language of the majority, or of the receiving society in the case of immi-
gration). Auer (2005: 409) concludes that every case of codeswitching must be
viewed as a unique constellation where “[l]anguage alternation can be void of
identity-relevant meaning in some contexts, and yet in others extremely rich in
the identity-work it accomplishes [. . .] finding out for each and every case exactly
what identity claims are occasioned by language alternation”.

7.3.2 Codeswitching as a means of social inclusion:
Recognition, rights and opportunities

Policies of social inclusion are usually conceived primarily based on eco-
nomic mainstreaming considerations. As former World Bank President James
Wolfensohn explains (Wolfensohn and Kircher 2005), employment is at the
heart of social inclusion, but the path to individual and social wellbeing is
paved not solely with employability, but also education, healthcare, and a
decent standard of living, which together should lead to community partici-
pation and a sense of empowerment. Language stands at the core of this road
to social inclusion and in our current context, so does multilingualism.

Multilingualism, language learning and social inclusion intersect because
language mediates access to key social inclusion sites such as employment,
education or health. They also intersect because the sense of belonging is
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negotiated through language and often tied to specific competencies, not in terms
of language proficiency levels that mediate social inclusion or linguistic assimila-
tion, but rather as the positive outcome of language practices propelled by lan-
guage ideologies in particular contexts (Piller and Takahashi 2011). Therefore,
language, and codeswitching in particular, should be seen as “a set of resources
which circulate in unequal ways in social networks and discursive spaces, and
whose meaning and value are socially constructed within the constraints of social
organizational processes, under specific historical conditions” (Heller 2007: 2).

Globalization and transnational migration have made linguistic diversity a
feature of many, if not all societies, and many countries are at least declaratively
committed to furthering the social inclusion of the underprivileged (often seen as
including most migrants). Piller (2010) claims that linguistically driven social ex-
clusion originates from linguistic diversity, which is expected to be ironed out
into linguistic assimilation before there could be social inclusion; and social ex-
clusion is a result of a monolingual language bias towards linguistically diverse
populations in need of linguistic recognition. Hence, social exclusion rather than
inclusion has historical precedents. More recently, some areas in the world have
become cognizant of the need and benefits of social inclusion, which they have
displayed in a social agenda and public discourse that celebrate individual bi-
and multilingualism and highlight the advantages of speakers of minority lan-
guages and of non-standard varieties.

Codeswitching plays an important role in social inclusion. Social legitimacy
and acceptance of codeswitching requires linguistic and cultural recognition of
language and linguistic traditions and of the rights to maintain, shift and use mi-
nority languages/varieties. Needless to say, codeswitchers vary in their intention-
ality and functionality, rather than their form, with age, socioeconomic capacity,
educational background, and profession. For example, multilingual children as
young as age 3;6 can use their multilingual awareness to express recognition of
social inclusion, as did R (age 3;8 and trilingual in Hebrew, Russian and Spanish),
who “bragged” about her multilingualism while demanding (in Hebrew) that her
interlocutor stop addressing her in Spanish:

R: Safta, tafsiki kvar ledaber besfaradit. Tedabri beiverit vezehu.
Grandma, stop speaking in Spanish. Speak in Hebrew and that’s it!

Grandmother: R yo siempre te voy a hablar en español. Tu me puedes contestar en cualqu-
ier idioma, pero yo a tí y a tu hermano siempre les voy a hablar en español.
R. I wlill always speak to you in Spanish. You can speak to me in any
language but I will always speak to you and your brother in Spanish.

R: Safta, at yodaat, ani yodaat ledaber basafa shel hagdolim.
Grandma, do you know, I know (how to speak) the language of the
grownups.
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Grandmother: ¿De veras? A ver, ¿qué sabes decir?
Really? Let’s see, what can you say?

R: Ani yodaat lehagid shalosh milim
I know how to say three words

Grandmother: A ver, ¿cuáles palabras sabes?
Let’s see which words you know?

R: “Yes”, “no”, “goodbye”
Grandmother: Aha, sí ese idioma se llama inglés.

Oh, yes that language is called English.

For R, speaking to Grandma in and out of languages is the norm of commu-
nication, while at the same time she attempts not to negotiate the linguistic
repertoire in which they normally engage in translanguaging and estab-
lishes social inclusion (at least in her mind) with English, “the language of
the grownups”.

It is unclear how and when the use of R’s languages will filter into other
areas of her life, especially as she grows, and these expand in terms of institu-
tions, people, education and socialization needs. In the case of other chil-
dren – first- or even second-generation immigrants who are schooled in one
of their languages and who may have become bilingual or even trilingual
through schooling – the situation may be very different. For them, language
in the context of migration is not a one-time but rather an everyday experi-
ence, with social inclusion or exclusion hovering over every context of their
lives (at home with different family members using heritage languages; at
school with teachers, materials, and assessments that may exclude them, re-
sulting in poor grades and leading to further exclusion from career opportuni-
ties; or in the playground as “immigrants” who are not “one of us”). For these
children, codeswitching may not be an asset for inclusion but rather an obsta-
cle that results in exclusion. For these children, both body and mind have mi-
grated at a similar pace while for their parents, hearts and minds lag behind
(Horenczyk 2008; Stavans 2015).

Social exclusion not rooted in the individual but rather in the monolin-
gual bias of institutions against linguistically diverse populations has been
studied and documented not only by sociolinguists, but also by human rights’
movements and others. Of prevailing impact on multilingual diversity and
recognition, rights and opportunities are studied in the context of education
and early multilingual development (e.g., Stavans and Hoffmann 2015).
Cromdal (2001a, 2001b) investigated the role of codeswitching in turn taking
among bilingual kindergarteners (following Auer 1984, 1999; Gafaranga 1999;
Li 1994). He showed that codeswitching and simultaneous talk were typical
features of peer interaction, whereby the children diverged from the preceding
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language to dispute or oppose the actions of co-participants so as to take the
conversational floor. Cromdal (2001b) states that when these overlaps occur
as simultaneous speech, power relations between co-participants are reflected
in conversational dominance characterized by explicit attempts of partici-
pants to continue the exchange without further overlap, to jointly coordinate
turn-competitive moves, and to force one another to give up their turn at talk.
These power struggles are resolved through the linguistic contrast created by
codeswitching, which functions as a “turn security device” (Li 1994), bringing
speakers to give up their turns (Auer 1984, 1995).

For nearly four decades, codeswitching has been documented in sociolin-
guistic, sociocultural, ethnolinguistic and socio-psychological linguistic
studies as a unique multilingual practice or faculty facilitating social inclu-
sion in terms of multilingual social recognition, entitlement to rights and
equal opportunities across the lifespan and acceptability or accommodation
by multilingual societies. Beyond the formal-structural linguistic studies of
codeswitching and psycholinguistic studies on how, why, what and when co-
deswitches are used and construed, the sociolinguistic perspective of codes-
witching has evolved from an analytic perspective of each separate language
to the perspective of the codeswitcher’s translingual repertoire. In that sense,
the current perspective of codeswitching views it as a defining and empower-
ing feature of multilinguals in different contexts and with different needs – a
complex system with multiple strata of language-specific and language-
universal patterns which is dynamic not only in individuals but also in soci-
ety (De Bot, Lowie, and Verspoor 2007; Herdina and Jessner 2002; Jessner
2008). Individual multilinguals have changed monolingual societies, turning
them into multilingual ones through codeswitching practices that have
overtly or covertly propelled creativity (Kharkhurin and Li 2014), social inclu-
sion, and recognition to different degrees in different regions. Nevertheless,
codeswitching is still in the protracted process of gaining recognition in less
multilingual regions of the world, and of attaining language rights and op-
portunities for multilinguals in schools, medical services, legal provisions,
and economic opportunities.

7.3.3 Codeswitching as a means to foster and enhance
multiliteracy

With the world becoming increasingly interconnected, multilingualism and di-
versity have turned into an everyday experience. Literacy and communicative
skills are changing, as communication across real or virtual geographic
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boundaries generates a more transnational multilingualism, calling for multi-
lingual education systems, in which multilingualism is no longer perceived as a
deficit but as an asset (Baker 2002).

In today’s world, literacy is seen more as a social practice than as a set of
individual skills. According to this approach, literacy is what people do, not what
they learn: “Literacy is not simply knowing how to read and write a particular
script, but applying this knowledge for specific purposes in specific contexts of
use” (Scribner and Cole 1981: 236). Literacy is part of a broader set of “communi-
cative practices”, which includes oral, written and visual communication; build-
ing on this, a new pedagogical approach developed in 1994 by the New London
Group coined the termmultiliteracies, a notion based on the assumption that indi-
viduals “read” the world and understand information by means other than tradi-
tional reading and writing. This multiliteracy includes different channels or
modalities, such as linguistic, visual, audio, spatial, and gestural ways for creat-
ing meaning. At the core of the concept of multiliteracies is the belief that class-
room instruction should be more inclusive of cultural, linguistic, communicative,
and technological diversity, so that students will be able to construct knowledge
from multiple sources and modes of representation and be better prepared for a
successful life in a globalized world (Seel 2012). Today, more than ever, the pres-
ence of multilingual literacy practices has filtered into many walks of life, such as
call centers, language specific answering services, institutional signs (Figure 7.2),
commercial signs (Figure 7.3), mixed notational signs (Figure 7.4), and texts such
as “em jis”.

Literacy is described as “a dynamic, socially situated process that in con-
temporary contexts is often multimodal, multilingual and highly intertextual”
(Duff 2010: 169). It also plays a key role in the development and preservation
of culture and knowledge. In this dynamic process, policymakers are increas-
ingly recognizing the need for educational systems that foster multilingual-
ism and multiliteracy, not only for multilinguals but also for monolinguals

Figure 7.2: Multilingual plaque at the entrance
to the offices of the Ministries of Interior and
Immigrant Absorption in Rehovot, Israel, 2011
(Photo by Anat Stavans).
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(Hélot and Ó Laoire 2011). Multilingual education typically refers to a “first
language first” approach, that is, schooling which is conducted in the mother
tongue and later adds other languages. On the other hand, there are multilin-
gual classrooms that present ample and creative opportunities (not always
successfully used by teachers) for effective language learning and intercul-
tural awareness. In this dynamic setting, different linguistic resources are
used by monolinguals or multilinguals to simplify communication with fellow
students or teachers. Codeswitching is one of the commonly used linguistic
strategies.

During the 1980s, much attention has been devoted to the study of codes-
witching as a specific strategy used by foreign language teachers. This phe-
nomenon has been the center of an ongoing debate, whether shifting between
the target language (TL) and the native language (L1) during a foreign lan-
guage lesson fosters or hampers language learning (Jingxia 2010; Shay 2015).
Some scholars (Chaudron 1988; Lightbown 2001) argued that instruction
should only be done in the target language, focusing on creating a pure foreign
language setting as the exclusive linguistic model for students. Others (Levine
2003) supported codeswitching in foreign language classes, arguing that L1
can actually promote the learning of TL and serve as an effective strategy in TL
instruction. In reality, however, teachers tend to codeswitch: in some cases,

Figure 7.3: Israeli product label. Permission
granted by CNAAN – Made by Nature. Note the
Hebrew diacritical marks under the English
capital letters CNAAN (Photo by Anat
Stavans).

Figure 7.4: Sticker on the back window of car.
Note the Hebrew diacritical marks under and
inside the English capital letters CAPARA
(Photo by Anat Stavans).
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this is intentional and in others, it is regarded as automatic and unconscious
behavior. Conscious or not, codeswitching has some basic functions which
may be beneficial in language learning environments.

Flyman-Mattsson and Burenhult (1999: 25) suggest that “teachers switch
code whether in teacher-led classroom discourse or in teacher-student
interaction . . . . [this] may be a sophisticated language use serving a variety of
pedagogical purposes”. They list different functions for teachers’ codeswitches:
a topic switch function (the teacher changes language according to the topic
discussed, typically observed in grammar lessons, shifting to the students’ na-
tive tongue to clarify meaning and new content); an affective function (shifting
to express emotions and create solidarity and intimacy with the students by
forming a supportive language environment); and a repetitive function (clarify
and repeat the knowledge taught in TL). Codeswitching may also encourage
some negative student behavior; however, this occurs mainly when the teacher
tends to repeat knowledge in L1, causing loss of interest among students who
also become dependent on the explanation/translation in L1, eventually limit-
ing their exposure to TL discourse (Tiemer 2000).

Although students are not always aware of its social and educational ad-
vantages, codeswitching has numerous beneficial functions. Eldridge (1996)
lists four: equivalence (the student makes use of the L1 equivalent of a certain
lexical item in TL allowing for the flow of communication); floor holding (in
conversations in the TL, completely shifting to the L1 prevents a communica-
tion gap); reiteration (to emphasize or clarify a message in TL); and conflict con-
trol (avoiding a misunderstanding, especially when there is a culturally
equivalent lexical or pragmatic gap between TL and L1).

The different functions of codeswitching for both teachers and students
demonstrate how codeswitching is instrumental in both instruction and learn-
ing. As mentioned earlier, codeswitching may also be viewed as an example of
translanguaging (MacSwan 2017). Accordingly, by shifting between languages,
multilingual students are able to draw from their entire language repertoire.
For example, Shlomit, a 5-year-old born in Israel to Ethiopian immigrant pa-
rents, “wrote” a letter to her teacher after her absence from class due to illness
(Figure 7.5). Below is the letter written by Shlomit, which was given to the first
author by her Kindergarten teacher in 2004.

When the teacher asked Shlomit to “read” her the letter, she pointed at the
pencil scribbles in black and read: ani ohevet otax meod (“I love you very
much”). Then she read her name below. When the teacher asked her why she
used a pencil for the letter and a yellow marker for her signature, Shlomit ex-
plained that the letter was written in Amharic (non-canonic but shape-like writ-
ing of Amharic script) but her name was in Hebrew. Here Shlomit relied on her

138 Anat Stavans and Ronit Porat

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



language repertoire to produce a preliterate form of writing and coding a
message.

In an ever growing and dynamic multilingual setting, codeswitching and
multiliteracy in general should be seen as an asset promoting communication,
cognition and economic growth – a strategy that enables multilinguals to use all
their linguistic resources to get their meaning effectively across. From the teach-
ers’ perspective, codeswitching should be viewed as a useful tool applicable in
specific situations. From the students’ point of view, it should be understood as a
tool for cognitive development used to achieve specific communicative goals.
Thus, codeswitching should not be seen as a sign of cognitive confusion, but
rather as an indicator of multilingual competence.

7.3.4 Codeswitching in cyberspace

Digital communications of all kinds are still mostly textual (Coulmas 2003). The
emergence, growth and spread of paralinguistic symbols to express ideas and
emotions have produced ubiquitous expressions such as the acronym OMG for
“Oh my God”, the letter-number combination F2F for “face-to-face”, or conven-
tional symbols or numbers as substitutes for words, such as @ for “at”. This
trend introduces literacy as both a context-driven situated action and a socially
accepted practice that involves “ways with words” (Gee 2001: 2). When writing
and speaking are mediated by digital technologies, they become even more
complex because they are scattered across time and space (e.g., via mails); they
become essentially “language-less” (such as emoticons or emojis); and the
rules governing them have evolved to generate alternative literacy practices
(see also Chapter 11, this volume, for a discussion of digitally-mediated family
language practices).

The use of emojis provides intriguing conceptualizations for multilingual ca-
pabilities such as codeswitching. Emojis, which visually encode emotions that in a
language-grounded notation would be represented in writing, require mappings

Figure 7.5: Shlomit’s letter (given to Anat
Stavans).
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of concept to print that may involve different languages and their writing systems
for a multilingual individual. These translations of ideas into a “language-less” no-
tation system may create alternations unique to multilinguals, especially in infor-
mal, intimate writing with a multilingual cohort. Therefore, multilingual
productions demonstrate different capacities than those of monolinguals when it
comes to writing and other skills, and more so when a “language-less” notation
system such as emojis is used to express ideas which may exist in one language
and not in the other, or exist in two or three languages with slightly different con-
notation, usage or structural collocation. When using technologically mediated
communications, multilinguals can construct a text combining the writing system
(s): (a) of all languages; (b) of one language with the phonetically transcribed
words of others; (c) of one language with digital symbols of the same or another
(e.g. see you @ school; see you 2morrow in the A ללכמ [college]). They can also use
emojis with mixed writing forms (e.g., I❤ NY; or I❤ the big❤). In this sense, the
written language produced by multilinguals generates affordances that are not
only grounded in the written form of a specific language but also add technology-
based options (Li and Storch 2017).

This is exemplified in the experiences of emergent multilinguals, especially
when children have access to writing systems and to various literacy activities
in both their languages. Research on emergent literacy in multilinguals has
shown that these children are more likely to become biliterate rather than liter-
ate only in the dominant language: “Children alternate between the languages
they use to speak, write, and listen; and they constantly code-switch through-
out all their activities” (Reyes 2006: 289). The challenges of an emergent multi-
literate child are that (1) languages are also represented by writing systems
constituting scripts and specific orthographic information; (2) they must master
different systems often consisting of different symbols; and (3) the construal of
the written representation of words is represented by arbitrary symbols in dif-
ferent sign sequences (Hall, Cheng, and Carlson 2006; Stavans 2015). Being a
language-less visual notation, emojis bring to this type of language encoding
an additional layer, one that may enhance or hamper communication.

To conclude, technology-based communication has developed a “Super Text
and a Meta-Language” combining “the written, oral and audio-visual modalities
of human communication” into a single system that allows for open and afford-
able interactions in real or deferred time through the global network (Castells
1996: 328). Moreover, Castells (2000: 356–357) addresses the relation between
culture and communication claiming that “culture is mediated and enacted
through communication [ . . . .] cultures themselves [. . .] become fundamentally
transformed, and will be more so over time, by the new technological system”.
Consequently, the encoding of ideas through language and their expression in
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different writing systems mean that technological development and cyber-
literacy are symbiotic in that technology shapes but is also shaped by literacy
practices. This symbiosis has resulted in a widespread system of notational sym-
bols and para-lingual expressions of human emotions – such as emojis – that
words fail to express in full. While this is true in monolingual communication as
well, for multilinguals this adds new levels of written language complexities
(having more than one language to code in writing and sometimes in different
writing systems), bridging cultural and linguistic repertoires.

7.3.5 Pride and prejudice: The social meaning of codeswitches

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice explores themes of prejudice, reputation, and
class. These themes from two centuries ago still prevail. The equation that prej-
udice in multilingualism equals pride in monolingualism and vice versa has
been discussed throughout this chapter in many different ways, particularly
with regard to codeswitching. The role of language as a means of communica-
tion and social interaction, a medium of education, and a vehicle for cultural
expression is uncontested. For nation states, language is often regarded as a
coinage of nationality, defining an ingroup and an outgroup. For the individ-
ual, countless studies have discussed how multilinguals’ languages are affected
by individual internal (pride) factors of identity, ethnicity, culture, migration,
and livelihood. All of these affect and are affected by the external forces operat-
ing on the multilingual. Moreover, those individual internal factors may change
over the lifespan when new and inevitable societal factors (pride by the major-
ity groups, prejudice towards the minority groups) such as welfare, rights,
health, education, litigation and other institutional and political forces are ex-
erted on the multilingual individual.

The bridge between the individual and societal level is often dependent
and navigated by family language policy (FLP), where explicit planning of
language use among family members (King, Fogle, and Logan-Terry 2008)
may provide a fertile ground for codeswitching. FLP is dynamic within a fam-
ily, across time, within a geographic area, in different socioeconomic condi-
tions, and with developing education and technologies. Evidence of FLP
diversity has been documented in contrasting ideologies and management
strategies influenced by different transnational experiences, competences and
worldviews (Kirsch and Gogonas 2018) or a discrepancy between parents’ de-
clared commitment to L1 maintenance and their reports on actual language
practice with their children (Schwartz 2008; see also Chapter 10, this volume).
Such discrepancy results in different linguistic repertoires and practices that
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violate the maintenance or the purity of the minority/heritage language at
home and often result in a shift to the majority language or in intensified
intra- and intersentential codeswitching – lending further support to the
claim that no FLP is resistant to the isolation of the languages (see Chapter 11,
this volume, for a further discussion of this issue). Within this tension, codes-
witches take on different forms for different purposes to orchestrate multilin-
guals’ linguistic repertoire and their translanguaging.

Under these conditions, the multilingual individual must attend to three
issues ingrained in the handling of linguistic pride (by the individual and its
family) and linguistic prejudice (by the majority language community) with
regard to the deployment of codeswitching. The first issue concerns the place
and degree of language maintenance or shift in multilingual situations where
codeswitching occurs. The second issue pertains to the need or wish to pre-
serve the heritage language and culture through codeswitching. And the third
issue attends to bridging the home and outside language through a family
language policy.

7.4 Summary and future research

Multilingualism has always been a part of both modern and ancient tradi-
tional societies. While the social path to multilingualism has evolved into
many different new societies, communities and families (following a new,
global mobility that goes beyond “elite” mobility, i.e., refugees, work-
migrants, ideological migration, or historical mixed language-culture popu-
lation), language contact has always been a central feature. Codeswitching
is the most typical linguistic phenomenon unique to multilinguals. In addi-
tion to their ability to produce and comprehend various linguistic systems,
multilinguals can combine these systems in a systematic, consistent and
non-random manner. The multiple definitions and interpretations of code-
switching reflect a complex multilingual competence. In this regard, more
research is needed where new trends and understanding of the complexity
of codeswitching consider typologically divergent languages in contact. This
complexity also depends on whether multilingualism develops later in life
when language acquisition has already been experienced. For these individ-
uals, the process is substantially different compared to individuals who are
multilingual from birth, and for whom two or three languages are “the” first
language.
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We have argued that the difference between types of multilingual compe-
tence is more than merely quantitative. There is greater complexity with the
presence of three as opposed to two linguistic systems. Unlike monolinguals,
multilinguals have more specific distributions of functions and uses for each of
their languages than in monolingual settings. Multilinguals, even the very
young, are particularly sensitive to the context of communication and respon-
sive to the needs of their interlocutors. Therefore, the complexity of multilin-
gual processing, competence and use as manifested in a single individual must
be studied in a broader framework.

Multilingualism and codeswitching can be viewed metaphorically as the
linguistic and cultural capital of an individual, community, society or nation.
Languages are the currency that builds this capital – they construct the
economics of communication, identity, individuals and societies. Like monetary
currencies, some of them may be more or less instrumental than others in differ-
ent times and places, more or less universally used. Likewise, languages can be
invested in the different currencies: one may choose to invest more in a cur-
rency/language because the “interest rates” of that language may be higher in a
particular context. That is why we might invest more in learning, using or ex-
panding one or more of the currencies (languages) as opposed to the other(s).
Finally, languages can be exchanged and used in tandem, and the more curren-
cies (languages) one has as personal or sociocultural capital, the higher the “div-
idends”. Codeswitches can offer the highest dividends in a multilingual capital
economy. Unlike the past, globalization and technology have been a compelling
and propelling force that enables the multilingual broker to trade profitably in
the different languages in the individual and societal repertoire.

Notwithstanding, there is much more to be done in terms of research and
understanding of language contact phenomena as the trademark of multilin-
guals from the linguistic, sociological, psychological and educational perspec-
tives. Among the unattended issues in the research on language contact such
as codeswitching, there is dire need to develop paradigms that analyze and the-
orize the phenomena through a multilingual lens rather than a monolingual
one, especially in studies concerning multilingual processing and educational
multilingualism. From a sociolinguistic perspective, a broader spread of multi-
lingual phenomena beyond Western cultures, or the English-based multilingual
world, and with languages in different modalities would not only inform us
linguistically but would also enable us to ask new questions about the human
capacity for multilingualism.
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Charlotte Gooskens

8 Receptive Multilingualism

8.1 Introduction

Multilingualism is part of daily life for a large part of the world’s population
(see Chapters 2 through 5, this volume). For many people, multilingualism
causes a communicative challenge. If speakers with different native language
(L1) backgrounds want to communicate, they need to find a way to cross lin-
guistic borders. However, language acquisition is mostly hard work. It requires
mastering grammatical rules, memorizing word lists, and practicing pronuncia-
tion. Many speakers feel insecure about speaking or writing in a language that
they have not mastered well. Furthermore, it is only possible for an individual
to learn a limited number of languages. Many people have not learned other
foreign languages up to a standard for cross-border communication. Often, the
solution is to use a lingua franca, a language that makes communication possi-
ble between people who do not share a first language. Various lingua francas
are used in different parts of the world, but English has become the global lin-
gua franca of the 21st century. However, results of surveys (e.g., EF EPI 2017)
show that people vary to a large extent in their level of English proficiency de-
pending, for example, on gender, age, level of education and country. Many
people have difficulties understanding and speaking English. Therefore, alter-
native modes of communication have been explored (Backus et al. 2013).

In many situations, a level of mutual understanding sufficient to exchange
information can be achieved if the speakers avail themselves of what is often
referred to as receptive multilingualism (RM).1 The RM model is based on the
observation that some languages are so closely related that they are mutually
intelligible. In such a situation, the speakers are able to communicate rather
successfully while both are using their own language. The advantage of this
kind of communication is that it is easier and more efficient for most speakers
to express themselves in their native language than in English or in another for-
eign language. The fact that both participants in a conversation can speak the
language they master best, their native language, results in an inherent fairness

Charlotte Gooskens, University of Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands

1 Other frequently used terminology that cover approximately the same concepts are plurilin-
gual communication, semi-communication, intercompréhension, and lingua receptiva. The
choice of terminology mainly depends on the research paradigm being used.
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and equality between speakers who both have to make an effort to understand
the other language. Furthermore, language is an essential part of identity;
therefore, it is important for many speakers to use their native language when
communicating with others. Sometimes the motivation for engaging in RM may
not be a lack of proficiency in the language of the interlocutor but rather a
socio-political motivation to stress the belonging to a certain cultural or ethnic
group (ethnic marking). Bilaniuk (2010) shows how speakers of Ukrainian and
Russian use RM to defuse the contested issue of language choice even though
they speak both languages. She notes that this kind of RM is characterized by
resistance to linguistic accommodation and an attitude of purism.

Communication by means of RM typically involves languages and dialects
that are genealogically related and share many grammatical, lexical and phono-
logical features. The human language processing mechanism shows a remark-
able robustness with respect to incomplete or unfamiliar information. Many
possible features are not realised in a normal linguistic utterance. Usually how-
ever, understanding is not in any way hampered by this. To the listener, closely
related languages and dialects show similarity with different kinds of imperfect
and unfamiliar languages; therefore, speakers of languages that are mutually in-
telligible to various degrees can still communicate.

RM can also be used in situations where the languages are less closely re-
lated but where the interlocutors have acquired sufficient passive competence in
each other’s languages to be able to communicate. A distinction can be made be-
tween inherent and acquired RM (Kluge 2007). The former relies on language fea-
tures that are available to interlocutors prior to language learning because of the
close relationship between L1 and L2, whereas the latter presupposes some ac-
quired knowledge and typically involves less closely related languages. The dif-
ferences are gradual rather than dichotomous. Furthermore, situations where
speakers use third language intervention to communicate are also considered as
RM (mediated RM, Branets et al. 2019). An example is Estonian L1 speakers with
knowledge of Russian who can understand Ukrainian (Branets et al. 2019).

For many speakers, it feels rude and impolite at first to use RM. This could
be because it goes against our natural eagerness to accommodate to the
speaker (Giles and Ogay 2007). However, through history, RM has been an im-
portant means of communication. For example, RM was used in face-to-face
trading communication and political consultations in northern Europe between
speakers of Low German and Scandinavian (Braunmüller 2007) and in the
Romance language area (Blanche-Benveniste 2008) during the late Middle
Ages, until nationalism and linguistic standardization and the resulting ideal of
linguistic loyalty and monolingualism led to a more restricted use of this kind
of communication. For many other historical situations, there is a lack of
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primary reports on the use of RM. We also have no information about the num-
ber of languages or the number of speakers involved in RM today. However, it
can be assumed that RM was often the only possible manner of communication
in the past and still is in situations where the speakers have not learned any
other language than their native language or have not learned an L2 that the
interlocutor can also understand.

Scandinavia provides one of the best documented examples of communica-
tion by means of inherent RM and has received the most attention from lin-
guists (e.g. Delsing and Lundin Åkesson 2005; Schüppert 2011; Zeevaert 2004).
Many people from Denmark, Sweden, and Norway favour RM above a lingua
franca when talking to persons from the neighboring countries. For example, a
Danish tourist visiting Sweden will often speak Danish to the Swedes he meets
with the Swedes answering back in Swedish. Some research has been carried
out on RM in the rest of the Germanic language area (e.g. Beerkens 2009;
Gooskens et al. 2015; Ház 2005) and other Indo-European languages, in particu-
lar the Romance language area (Conti and Grin 2008; Jensen 1989) and the
Slavic language area (Golubović 2016; Jágrová et al. 2019; Nábělková 2007).

Outside Europe, there was a vivid interest during the 1950s to establish the
mutual intelligibility of American Indian languages (Hickerton et al. 1952;
Voegelin and Harris 1951). The aim was to investigate the genealogical relation-
ship between language varieties and to develop a single orthography for multiple
closely related language varieties in the context of literacy programs (e.g.
Anderson 2005; Casad 1974). More recently, there has been research on mutual
intelligibility between inter alia Chinese dialects (Tang and Van Heuven 2009),
Arabic language varieties (Čéplö et al. 2016), Finnish and Estonian (Härmävaara
2014) and Turkish and Azerbaijani (Sağın-Şimşek and Ünlü 2017). RM has also
been described as a widespread mode of multilingual interaction in Australian
indigenous communities (Singer and Harris 2016).

RM has received less scientific attention in other parts of the world. It is not
possible to draw up a complete list of language pairs that are mutually intelligi-
ble to such an extent that they can be used for RM. To do so, we would first have
to define when two language varieties are similar enough to be used for RM.
Furthermore, it is unknown to what extent and between which languages RM is
used worldwide. It should be noted that although research has been carried out
to establish the level of mutual intelligibility between particular language pairs,
it does not necessarily mean that the speakers of the involved languages actually
use RM for communicative purposes. Furthermore, RM may not be used even
though the linguistic preconditions are present. Quantitative data about the ac-
tual use of RM has only been collected for specific language combinations. For
example, the results of a survey among 252 Dutch and German respondents who
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either work for governmental or civil society organizations in the Dutch-German
border area (Beerkens 2009) showed that RM was said to be used at least in one
situation by 27% of the respondents. RM was used less often than L1-L2 or L2-L2
combinations involving English, German and Dutch.

Whether RM is chosen as the mode of communication often depends on the
individual interactants involved and the particular situation and domain in which
it is used (Beerkens 2009). RM is commonly used for discourse in families where
parents have different language backgrounds and inter-generationally among im-
migrant families. For example, the children of Turkish immigrants in Germany
may speak German to the parents who then answer in Turkish (Herkenrath 2012).
Such children are often productively bilingual and their choice of language may
depend on various factors such as the content and context of the conversation
and the presence of outsiders who may not understand one of the languages. The
application of the RM mode may also depend on the language policy of particular
institutions, such as educational institutions (Vetter 2012), governmental organi-
zations (Ribbert and ten Thije 2007), the army (Berthele and Wittlin 2013), and
the work place (Lüdi 2013). RM can be used for spoken as well as for written com-
munication, but the processes leading to mutual understanding may be different.
In spoken communication, the listener will mostly get only one attempt to process
the input and the processing time is limited, whereas in written communication,
there is no time limit and the reader can reread the message and search for addi-
tional cues in the context if necessary. On the other hand, in spoken communica-
tion there is often more interaction, and both speaker and listener can check
mutual comprehension during the conversation. In most of this chapter, I will
focus on spoken communication, but many aspects of RM discussed can be gener-
alized to written communication as well.

Research on RM is interesting from a theoretical perspective. It provides a
greater understanding of the robustness of the human language processing sys-
tem. It may provide answers to questions of how deviant language can be be-
fore it is no longer intelligible to the listener and what factors play a role in
successful communication by means of RM. Knowledge about the determinants
of RM is useful for language planning at the national and international level. It
is important to know how linguistic distances can be bridged. If smaller lan-
guages are to survive, it is important to understand the mechanisms involved
in using one’s own language for communication with speakers of other lan-
guages. RM is promoted by the European commission to increase the mobility
of European citizens and to support linguistic diversity (European Commission
2007). At the level of the individual language user, engaging in RM can be seen
as a way to build up broad communicative competence and cognitive linguistic
flexibility (Melo-Pfeifer 2014).
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8.2 How can we measure receptive
multilingualism?

An important prerequisite for successful RM is that the interlocutors can under-
stand each other’s languages. Therefore, to be able to determine under what
conditions RM works and what its preconditions and its limits are, we need to
be able to measure mutual intelligibility. Mutual intelligibility is mostly defined
as a property of a pair of languages, and in this definition, the level of mutual
intelligibility is a consequence of objective lexical, phonological and grammati-
cal similarities between the languages themselves. However, it is not a straight-
forward task to quantify linguistic similarity since languages may differ at all
linguistic levels, and at each of the linguistic levels, languages may vary on
many different parameters. For example, consonant similarities have been
found to be more important for mutual intelligibility than vowel similarities
(Berthele 2011), and similarities of word onsets have been found to be more im-
portant than similarities in the rest of the word (van Heuven 2008). In recent
years, objective techniques for quantifying the linguistic similarity of language
varieties have become more and more sophisticated (see Section 8.3). However,
there is not a priori way of weighing the different linguistic dimensions in order
to express how well speakers of two languages can understand each other.
Furthermore, the level of mutual intelligibility is dependent on a large number
of non-linguistic factors such as the background and experience of the interloc-
utors and their attitude towards the L2 and its speakers (see Section 8.4). For
this reason, it is necessary to use behavioral tests to quantify the level of mu-
tual intelligibility.

Ideally, we would like to be able to express how well speakers of two
languages understand each other’s languages by some standard measuring pro-
cedure. However, for several reasons, it is problematic to develop such a mea-
surement. Firstly, mutual intelligibility is gradual rather than absolute, reflecting
the fact that related languages are often part of a dialect continuum. It is not
clear how similar two language varieties should be to be mutually intelligible
and whether an intelligibility threshold can be defined. For example, how many
L2 words should a listener be able to understand to engage in successful RM?
Whether the exchange of information between speakers of two varieties in such a
continuum is successful also depends on the purpose and the subject of a con-
versation. Secondly, the background and personal characteristics of participants
influence how well they understand the test language (see Section 8.4) and it is
impossible to select a group of participants that would be representative of all
speakers of a language. When we test mutual intelligibility of two languages, we
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are therefore forced to test one or more specific subgroups, e.g. a specific age
group, speakers from a certain geographical area and/or educational back-
ground. Thirdly, the nature and purpose of the intelligibility test will have a bear-
ing on the results as the same participant may be more successful in one kind of
test than in another.

Many different tests have been developed to test mutual intelligibility (see
Gooskens 2013 for an overview). The choice of a method for measuring intelligi-
bility depends on a number of factors such as the purpose of the measure-
ments, available time and resources, literacy of the participants, and familiarity
of the researcher with the test languages. An easy and efficient way to measure
intelligibility of a language is to ask subjects to rate along a scale how well they
think they understand the language at hand (opinion testing). However, a per-
son’s reported language behavior may not correspond to his or her actual lan-
guage behavior. It rather provides information about people’s subjective ideas
about the intelligibility of languages. Therefore, most researchers prefer to test
actual speech comprehension (functional testing). Examples of such tests are
open questions or multiple-choice questions about a text, retelling and transla-
tion tasks, cloze tests and various kinds of behavioral or reaction time tests.

The disadvantage of functional testing is that it is generally difficult to ab-
stract away from individual speakers and test situations. Doetjes (2007) investi-
gated the effect of six different test types (true/false questions, multiple-choice
questions, open questions, word translation, summary, and short summary)
on the measurement of the intelligibility of Swedish among Danes. On average,
the subjects gave the highest percentages of correct answers to the true/false
questions (93%) and the lowest percentages when asked to write short summa-
ries of a text (66%). This shows that it is not possible to give an absolute answer
to the question of how well subjects understand a language. In addition, the
researcher should attempt to avoid priming effects, ceiling effects, too-heavy
memory load and other unwanted effects. These considerations make it rather
time consuming to develop and carry out the tests.

In the context of RM, it is important to note that most methods measure the
intelligibility of language A among speakers of language B. Mutual intelligibility
can be measured by also testing the intelligibility of language B among speakers
of language A. Speakers of language A may have more difficulty understanding
language B than the other way around. By understanding the reasons for asym-
metric intelligibility, we can get insight into the factors determining the level of
intelligibility. Asymmetry has been observed between many language pairs, for
example between Spanish and Portuguese (Jensen 1989), Dutch and Afrikaans
(Gooskens and van Bezooijen 2006) and between Czech and Slovak (Nábělková
2007). The best-documented case of asymmetric intelligibility is Danish-Swedish
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mutual intelligibility. Danes generally understand spoken Swedish better than
Swedes understand Danish (Gooskens et al. 2010; Schüppert 2011). Various lin-
guistic and extra-linguistic factors to be discussed in detail in Sections 8.3 and
8.4 can explain these findings.

8.3 Linguistic determinants

As discussed in the introduction, a distinction can be made between inherent
and acquired RM. Simons (1979: 3) defines inherent intelligibility as “Theoretical
degree of understanding between dialects whose speakers have not had contact”.
This means that in the case of inherent RM, speakers can communicate on the
basis of the linguistic overlap between their L1s. Genealogically related lan-
guages are likely to show lexical overlap; therefore, mutual intelligibility can be
expected to correlate with the genealogical characterization of the languages. In
addition to lexical differences, differences between languages can be found at all
other linguistic levels (phonology, orthography, morphology and syntax), but
some of these levels are more important for intelligibility than others (Gooskens
and van Heuven 2019). Note that linguistic differences can be asymmetric
and can be part of the explanation for asymmetric mutual intelligibility (see
Section 8.2). For example, Danish might have two synonyms for a concept,
which has only one equivalent in Swedish. An example is rom ‘room’ in Swedish
and rum or værelse in Danish. A Swede will probably understand the Danish cog-
nate word rum but not the non-cognate værelse unless he or she has somehow
learned it. On the other hand, a Dane will easily understand Swedish rom.
Phonetic, morphological and syntactic transparency may also be asymmetric.
Below I will discuss linguistic factors that have been shown to play a role in
the explanation of the level of mutual intelligibility between closely related
languages.

8.3.1 Lexical differences

The intelligibility of words is the most important and central aspect of speech in-
telligibility. A listener needs to be able to recognize words to understand a mes-
sage. If he has had no previous exposure to the language, he will only be able to
understand words that are historically related to the corresponding words in his
own language (cognates), unless he knows them from a cognate in another lan-
guage that he is familiar with. Lexical differences between languages are often
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expressed quantitatively as the percentage of non-cognates (historically unre-
lated words) in the two lexicons (Séguy 1973). The percentages of non-cognates
have been shown to correlate negatively with scores on tests of mutual intelligi-
bility between closely related languages: the larger the proportion of non-
cognates, the lower the intelligibility. For example, Gooskens and van Heuven
(2019) found significant correlations of -.95 for 14 Germanic language combina-
tions, -.69 for 15 Romance combinations and -.80 for 29 Slavic language combina-
tions (p < .01). These results confirm the importance of lexical similarities for
intelligibility, but they also show that they can only predict intelligibility to a
certain extent. There are a number of explanations for this finding.

First, some non-cognate words in a text can easily be interpreted from the
context or have little negative influence on intelligibility. The meaning of other
words may be more difficult to predict or be more important for understanding
the text. Salehi and Neysani (2017: 4) refer to such words as “critical words”. It
is often assumed that content words (nouns, adjectives, numerals, main verbs)
are more important for intelligibility than function words (articles, conjunc-
tions, prepositions, pronouns, auxiliaries, modals, particles, adverbs) because
they express the content of the message (van Bezooijen and Gooskens 2007).
The importance of content words becomes clear when looking at the vocabulary
in telegrams and newspaper headlines. To express a message as shortly as pos-
sible, most function words are left out; yet it is possible to understand the mes-
sage. And even within the group of content words, some words are more
important than others in certain contexts. Salehi and Neysani (2017) found that
Turkish listeners had more difficulties guessing the meaning of Iranian-
Azerbaijani verbs and nouns than the meaning of adjectives and adverbs. They
explain this by the higher semantic load of nouns and verbs. This means that it
may be possible to improve lexical distance measurements as predictors of in-
telligibility by weighing differences in verbs and nouns more heavily than dif-
ferences in function words, adjectives and adverbs.

It is often assumed that false friends, i.e. pairs of words in two language vari-
eties that sound similar but differ in meaning, form a major problem for the mu-
tual intelligibility of closely related languages. While non-cognates will in
principle hinder intelligibility, so-called false friends may cause even larger prob-
lems because they may actually mislead the listener. In addition, listeners are
less likely to use contextual cues to guess the meaning of false friends than in
the case of other unknown words because they do not realize that they are non-
cognates. Salehi and Neysani (2017) found that false friends have a stronger neg-
ative effect on intelligibility of Turkish among Iranian-Azerbaijani speakers than
other unknown words. It should also be noted that there are words that could be
considered semi-false friends. Those are words that have a broad meaning in one
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language and a narrow meaning in the other language, e.g. yapmak meaning ‘to
make’ in Turkish and ‘to bake’ in Azerbajani (Salehi and Neysani 2017) or words
that have several meanings and are false friends in one of these meanings, e.g.
German befestigen meaning ‘to fasten’ or ‘to confirm’. The Dutch equivalent bev-
estigenmeans ‘to fasten’ but does not have the meaning ‘to confirm’.

8.3.2 Phonetic differences

As stated above, lexical similarities between two languages are likely to play a
major role in the mutual intelligibility of two languages. However, cognates in
two languages can sometimes be unrecognizable for the listener because of de-
velopments in pronunciation; therefore, phonetic similarity is likely to be an
important predictor of intelligibility as well. In recent years, dialectometric
methods for measuring phonetic distances objectively have been developed
and refined. Even though the methods were primarily developed with the aim
of characterizing dialect areas and drawing dialect maps, dialectometric meas-
urements have also proved to be good predictors of the mutual intelligibility of
closely related language varieties. The most widely used method for measuring
communicatively relevant phonetic distances is the Levenshtein algorithm
(Nerbonne and Heeringa 2010). Phonetic distances between two language vari-
eties are computed for aligned cognate word pairs by computing the smallest
number of string edit operations needed to convert the string of phonetic sym-
bols in language A to the cognate string in B. Possible string operations are de-
letions, insertions and substitutions of symbols. The total number of points is
then divided by the length of the alignment (number of alignment slots) to
yield a length-normalized Levenshtein distance. The overall phonetic distance
from language A to language B is the arithmetic mean of the normalized distan-
ces for all cognate word pairs. A number of investigations have found high cor-
relations between intelligibility measurements and Levenshtein distances
(Gooskens 2007). Jágrová et al. (2019) and Moberg et al. (2007) used other algo-
rithms (adaptation surprisal and conditional entropy) that are able to capture
the asymmetric mutual intelligibility found between many language pairs.

The simplest version of the Levenshtein algorithm uses binary differences be-
tween alignments; more advanced versions use graded weights that express
acoustic segment distances. For example, the pair [i, o] is seen as being more dif-
ferent than the pair [i, ɪ]. However, for the purpose of modelling intelligibility, it is
not clear how the differences should be weighted. The optimal weighing is likely
to differ for each language combination and depends on predictability and gener-
alizability of sound correspondences. Improvements of the algorithm should take
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into account the human decoding processes. For example, Gooskens et al. (2008)
found that consonants are better predictors of the intelligibility of Scandinavian
dialects among speakers of Standard Danish than vowels and that consonant sub-
stitutions are better predictors than insertions or deletions. Kürschner et al.
(2008) correlated the results of an experiment on the intelligibility of 384 frequent
Swedish words among Danes with eleven linguistic factors and carried out logis-
tic regression analyses. Phonetic distances explained most of the variance.
However, they also found that individual characteristics of words can influence
intelligibility. Word length, different numbers of syllables in L1-L2 words pairs,
Swedish sounds not used in Danish, neighborhood density, and word frequency
also influenced intelligibility significantly. Gooskens et al. (2015) found that
minor phonetic details that could hardly be captured by Levenshtein distances
may sometimes have a major impact on the intelligibility of isolated words.

8.3.3 Morpho-syntactic differences

Previous studies of mutual intelligibility have focused largely on the role of lex-
ical and phonetic factors. Still, there is evidence that differences in morphology
and syntax might also affect the ability to comprehend a closely related lan-
guage. For example, Gooskens and Van Bezooijen (2006) found that Dutch
speakers tend to understand Afrikaans better than vice versa. One of the rea-
sons for this is the simplified grammar of Afrikaans. Similarly, by means of
reaction time and correctness evaluation experiments, Hilton et al. (2013) inves-
tigated whether Danes’ comprehension of Norwegian sentences is impeded by
certain Norwegian grammatical constructions. Their results showed that when
listeners were presented with sentences with word-order and morphological
differences, they needed more time to decide whether the content of the senten-
ces was correct, and they made more mistakes. This means that morpho-
syntactic differences should not be disregarded in studies of the linguistic
dependencies of RM. This is confirmed by Gooskens and van Heuven (2019)
who found significant correlations between syntactic distances and intelligibil-
ity (r = .72 for 14 Germanic language combinations, r = .77 for 15 Romance lan-
guage combinations and r = .53 for 29 Slavic language combinations, p < .01).

8.3.4 Paralinguistic factors

In addition to linguistic factors, paralinguistic factors may also play a role in RM.
Paralanguage includes pitch, volume, speech rate, modulation, and fluency.
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Non-vocal phenomena such as facial expressions, eye movements, and hand ges-
tures are often included in the list of paralinguistic factors (Lyons 1977). Little
research has been carried out to experimentally test the role of paralinguistic fac-
tors for the success of RM.

It is, for example, logical to assume that high speech tempo will influ-
ence the intelligibility of a message. Speaking quickly increases the de-
mands on the articulatory apparatus; therefore, the speaker is likely to
reduce specific sound entities when speaking fast. This makes it difficult to
find lexical boundaries between words, resulting in intelligibility difficul-
ties. Furthermore, a short time frame makes it challenging for the listener to
decode the message. He or she needs to decompose and process the stream
of speech sounds more quickly and this is demanding for working memory.
In his H & H (“hyper”- and “hypo”-articulation) theory, Lindblom (1990) ar-
gues that speakers of any language are constantly balancing between hyper-
speech, i.e. clear articulation to maximize intelligibility in the listener, and
hypospeech, i.e. unclear speech to minimize the articulatory effort for the
speaker. Generally, these two opposing efforts lead to speech which contains
a certain amount of reduction phenomena but is still fairly intelligible to the
listener. The Danish language seems to be a case where speakers have a
preference for hypospeech. Recent research suggests that Danish is spoken
significantly faster than Norwegian and Swedish (Hilton et al. 2011) and this
may be one of the reasons why Danish is difficult for Swedes to understand
(Schu ̈ppert et al. 2016). Bleses et al. (2008) report a delay in vocabulary de-
velopment in Danish infants and children compared to that of their peers
from ten European countries and from the U.S. and Mexico. They suggest
that this delay could be attributed to the high number of reduction and as-
similation processes in Danish compared to other languages which makes it
difficult to find lexical boundaries in the speech signal.

8.4 Extra-linguistic determinants

In the previous section, I discussed linguistic and para-linguistic differen-
ces between languages that may determine how successful RM is. However,
not all speakers of the same L1 may understand an L2 equally well. The
level of understanding between two interlocutors with different L1s also de-
pends on a number of individual speaker and listener competencies and
activities.
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8.4.1 Personality traits

Individual personality traits identified within psychology have been shown to
exercise influence on language learning; therefore, they can also be expected
to play a role in RM. Examples of such traits are the ability to adapt to new sit-
uations, knowledge of the world, sociocultural resources, and cognitive resour-
ces. Only few investigations have been carried out to experimentally test the
role of such individual factors for RM. Lambelet and Mauron (2017) quantified
five major personality factors (neuroticism, extroversion, openness, agreeable-
ness, and conscientiousness) by having 181 French-speaking Swiss secondary
school children aged 13 to 15 years old fill out a questionnaire with 60 five-
point Likert-scale questions. The children also completed four reading compre-
hension exercises to test their understanding of Italian and answered questions
pertaining to the appreciation of the task. The results showed significant corre-
lations between appreciation of the task and comprehension but no significant
correlation between comprehension and personality traits. However, there was
a clear relation between task appreciation and the personality traits “openness”
and “extroversion”; therefore, the authors concluded that personality traits
should not be ignored as a factor of importance for RM.

Another individual characteristic that may influence intelligibility is the
age of the listener. Vanhove and Berthele (2015) had 159 German-speaking
Swiss participants aged 10 to 86 translate 45 written and 45 spoken isolated
Swedish words with German, English or French cognates. The results showed
that in the written modality, cognate guessing skills improve throughout
adulthood, while in the spoken modality, cognate guessing skills remain
fairly stable between ages 20–50 but then start to decline. The authors ex-
plained the different age trends in the two modalities by a differential reliance
on fluid intelligence (reasoning and problem-solving skills) and crystallized
resources (in particular, L1 vocabulary knowledge). Fluid intelligence tends to
increase sharply into young adulthood and then declines, while crystallized
resources stay stable or even increase throughout adulthood. Vanhove and
Berthele (2015) found crystallized knowledge to be a stronger predictor of
written cognate guessing success, whereas fluid intelligence is the most im-
portant predictor in the spoken modality. As possible explanations for these
results, they suggest that it may be more cognitively challenging to compare
spoken phonemes across languages than letters and graphemes and that it
may be the time pressure associated with auditory stimulus presentation that
causes the difference.
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8.4.2 Attitudes

There are large inter-individual differences in attitudes towards RM as a mode
of communication and towards the language and country of the speakers of
other languages. Such attitudes may affect the willingness and motivation to
understand an L2 speaker (Lambelet and Mauron 2017). Negative attitudes or
social stigmas attached to languages are often seen as a potential obstruction
for successful communication between speakers of different languages. If peo-
ple do not have the will to try to understand each other, linguistic similarity
between languages is of little help. Inhabitants from neighboring countries
often have an ambivalent attitude towards each other. For example, it has re-
peatedly been suggested that the asymmetric intelligibility between Swedes
and Danes can be traced back to the less positive attitudes among Swedes to-
wards the Danish language, culture, and people than the other way around.
Significant correlations between attitude and intelligibility have been found
(Delsing and Lundin Åkesson 2005). However, it is difficult to establish whether
negative attitudes are a result of poor intelligibility, or whether poor intelligibil-
ity is a result of negative attitudes, caused by some other factor.

Various sources of attitudes towards languages can be distinguished. Giles
et al. (1975) formulated two hypotheses, termed the imposed-norm hypothesis
and the inherent-value hypothesis. The imposed-norm hypothesis stresses the
importance of non-linguistic factors such as social connotations and cultural
norms. A language variety would be considered attractive when its speakers are
socially privileged. This would explain why English listeners locate Received
Pronunciation (RP or BBC English) at the top of the aesthetic hierarchy, regional
English accents in the middle, and urban English accents at the bottom (e.g.,
Trudgill and Giles 1978). RP would be placed at the top because of cultural pres-
tige, whereas regional accents are judged more positively than urban accents
because the former are associated with a more attractive lifestyle and environ-
mental setting. The inherent-value hypothesis claims that language attitudes are
(at least partly) triggered by qualities that are intrinsic in language. It argues
that some languages (or language varieties) are intrinsically more esthetically
pleasing than other languages due to their sound characteristics.

It is not a straightforward task to measure language attitudes. This may be
part of the explanation for the weak relation between intelligibility and attitude
found in previous research. Direct questioning may elicit opinions that are dif-
ferent from subconsciously held language attitudes (cf. Kristiansen 2009).
Evaluations of recordings of languages may be affected by individual speaker
characteristics such as voice quality, mean pitch level and intonation (e.g.
Zuckerman and Driver 1989). A way to collect less consciously held attitudes
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and neutralize the influence of voice characteristics on esthetic judgments is to
use the “matched-guise” technique. A matched-guise test consists of lexically
identical speech samples from a balanced bilingual speaker (i.e., a bilingual
with equally high proficiency levels in both languages). The recordings of the
bilingual are played interspersed with other recordings (distracters) to avoid lis-
teners being aware of hearing the same speaker twice. Listeners are then asked
to evaluate the speakers that they are hearing for different personality traits
such as kindness, richness and beauty. Since the two varieties spoken by the
bilingual are in fact produced by the same speaker, language usage is the only
feature between the two recordings that differs. This matched-guise technique
was first used for the investigations of language attitudes in the French-English
bilingual setting in Quebec, Canada (Lambert et al. 1960). The results showed
that the way participants judged personality traits of the bilingual speaker were
strongly influenced by the language spoken. Both English and French-speaking
participants rated the speaker more positively on status and solidarity traits
when he spoke English, which is believed to reflect the English language’s
higher status in Quebec.

8.4.3 Exposure

An important factor in explaining the level of intelligibility of a closely related
language is the nature and amount of previous exposure to the language. The
more exposure listeners have had to a language, the more likely they are to un-
derstand it. Previous research (e.g., Golubović 2016; Hedquist 1985) has shown
that in the case of closely related languages, only a short language course that
makes speakers conscious of the most important differences and similarities
between their native language and the language of the speaker can improve
receptive proficiency considerably.

Similarly, the amount of exposure to the language of the speaker outside the
classroom has been shown to correlate positively with intelligibility and may be
part of the explanation for the asymmetric intelligibility between Swedish and
Danish. Generally, Danes are more often confronted with Swedish, for example
through the media and on vacation, than the other way around (Jørgensen and
Kärrlander 2001). Through exposure, the participant will get used to the sounds
of the language and how these sounds correspond to those in his own language.
He or she is also likely to learn some of the vocabulary.

Exposure can be measured and quantified in various ways. The most
straightforward way is to ask participants to indicate on a scale how often they
are exposed to the language, for example by reading books and newspapers,

162 Charlotte Gooskens

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



watching television, meeting speakers in person, etc. (Delsing and Lundin
Åkesson 2005; Gooskens and van Heuven 2019). Second, participants are likely
to be more exposed to varieties spoken in geographically close places than to
more remote varieties. Geographical distances can therefore be used to predict
intelligibility. Distances can be measured as straight-line distances in kilo-
meters (“as the crow flies”) or as travel distances (Gooskens 2005). Finally, ex-
posure can be measured by calculating percentages of non-cognates that the
listener can understand. The assumption is that a listener will only be able to
understand a non-cognate if he or she has had some exposure to the language
variety, so participants with little exposure to a language are expected to trans-
late fewer non-cognates correctly than listeners with a lot of previous exposure
(Gooskens and Schneider 2019).

8.4.4 Literacy

Orthographical knowledge may play a role in the intelligibility of a closely re-
lated language in the spoken form. This may be at least part of the explanation
for the asymmetric mutual intelligibility between Danish and Swedish as can
be illustrated by the following example. Literate Danes confronted with the
Swedish word land /land/ ‘country’ can probably use their orthographic knowl-
edge to match this word to their native correspondent land /lanˀ/. On the other
hand, this is not the case for Swedes listening to the Danish word because of
the absence of the phoneme /d/, which is present in Swedish pronunciation as
well as orthography. Gooskens and Doetjes (2009) showed that there are more
Swedish words that Danes can understand by means of the orthography in the
corresponding Danish cognates than Danish words that Swedes can use their
orthography to recognize. This difference can be explained by the fact that spo-
ken Swedish is close to both written Swedish and written Danish, whereas spo-
ken Danish has changed rapidly during the last century and has undergone a
number of reduction processes that are not reflected in the orthographic sys-
tem. This means that Danes can often understand spoken Swedish due to its
close similarity to written Danish, while Swedes get less help from written
Swedish when understanding spoken Danish. Schüppert (2011) used event-
related brain potentials (ERPs) to collect evidence that online activation of L1
orthography enhances word recognition among literate speakers of Danish who
are exposed to samples of spoken Swedish. On the basis of these investigations,
it can be concluded that Danish listeners indeed seem to make more use of the
additional information that the L1 orthography can provide when listening to
Swedish than Swedes when listening to Danish.
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8.4.5 Plurilingual resources

It can be assumed that listeners can understand a closely related language be-
cause of its linguistic overlap with the native language (see Section 8.3).
However, most listeners have knowledge of more languages or dialects than
their own L1. Often, this knowledge can also be used to understand the closely
related language. Listeners may understand some non-cognate words because
they are loanwords from a language they are familiar with. For example,
Danish has German loanwords that are not found in Dutch. Most Dutch people
learn some German at school and can use this knowledge to understand some
Danish words borrowed from German but without a Dutch cognate. Speakers of
Dutch might, for example, be able to correctly translate the Danish word bog-
stav ‘letter’ into the Dutch non-cognate letter through the L2 German cognate
Buchstabe (Swarte et al. 2015). The EuroCom project (e.g., Hufeisen and Marx
2007; Chapter 4, this volume) is based on the principle that learners of a new
language can be trained to use their knowledge of a related, formerly learned
language during language comprehension.

When listeners are multilingual, they can use several languages when try-
ing to understand an unknown related language. The languages are interre-
lated in the mind of the listener in a complex and dynamic way, and a number
of factors determines which languages are activated and how. Mieszkowska
and Otwinowska (2015) provide an overview of such factors. For example, re-
cently and frequently activated languages tend to be more easily activated than
less recently and infrequently activated languages; languages that are per-
ceived to be linguistically close are more easily activated; if the degree of profi-
ciency in a language is high, it is more likely to be activated. Multilingual
listeners tend to have a higher level of metalinguistic awareness and are better
able to use crosslinguistic similarity to understand a language (see also
Chapter 15, this volume).

8.4.6 Strategies

As in all kinds of interaction, participants in RM need to master interaction
strategies to cope with and prevent misunderstandings. Depending on their
proficiency levels, both speakers and hearers can employ various strategies.
Many interaction strategies have been described by discourse analytical ex-
perts for communication between L1s or L2s and various taxonomies have
been proposed within second language acquisition studies. Van Mulken and
Hendriks (2015) base their taxonomy of RM and English as a Lingua Franca
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communication strategies on some of these studies. They make a distinction
between five groups of strategies: showing communicative vulnerability (ask-
ing for help, signaling uncertainty), offering help, compensatory strategies
(describing, code-switching), meta-discursive strategies (discussing task
fulfilment), and paralinguistic strategies. They found that different written
communication modes (RM, Lingua Franca, L2-L1) are characterized by a
preference for particular strategies. In the case of the RM interactions that
they set up for their investigation, participants often resorted to paralinguis-
tic strategies. The authors explain that speakers do not need to focus on re-
solving lexical deficiencies when using their native language and therefore,
feel free to add evaluative cues to the conversation. Maybe for the same
reason, metacommunication is the second common strategy used in RM
interactions.

Braunmüller (2006) and Zeevaert (2004), summarized in Beerkens (2009),
make a distinction between hearer strategies and speaker strategies. If the
speaker is monolingual, he can only adapt his language according to his
knowledge about his own language and communication with other L1 speak-
ers. He may, for example, speak slowly and reformulate sentences. He may
also avoid using words he knows to be difficult in his own language. Such
words may in fact be a cognate in the language of the listener and therefore
actually could have helped to improve mutual intelligibility. A speaker with
knowledge of the language of the listener can use additional strategies to
reach mutual understanding, such as using particular words from the lan-
guage of the listener that he knows to be cognates in the two languages and
avoiding non-cognates. The hearer on the other side can make clear when he
does not understand the speaker and can provide feedback to show he has
understood (back-channeling). On the basis of his observations, Braunmüller
(2006), cited in Beerkens (2009: 28), formulates the following advice for inter-
action by means of RM: “don’t speak too fast”, “avoid certain words”, “artic-
ulate clearly”, “repeat”, “explain”, and “ask if something is not understood”.

Another set of strategies are of a more linguistic nature. Berthele (2011) shows
that interlocutors can use their linguistic knowledge to guess the meaning of cog-
nates in a related but unknown language (inferencing strategies). The competen-
ces for good guessing capacities that he mentions are the ability to make a flexible
and selective comparison of features and patterns, focusing on consonants and ne-
glecting or systematically varying the vowels, and the ability to use contextual in-
formation to make decisions. Furthermore, the interlocutors should know when to
stop searching in order not to waste time.
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8.5 RM and language policy

The use of RM as a means of communication depends to a large extent on
the linguistic overlap between the languages involved and on the back-
grounds of the interlocutors. However, language policy at different levels
within governmental and civil society is also an important factor that deter-
mines when RM is supported and encouraged. In Scandinavia, RM has tradi-
tionally been the default communication mode among the speakers of the
closely related Scandinavian languages (Danish, Swedish and Norwegian).
Speakers of the Scandinavian languages are strongly encouraged by the
Scandinavian authorities to use their own language rather than a lingua
franca such as English when communicating with other Scandinavians be-
cause this can function as a means to unite the Northern countries politi-
cally, culturally, and economically (Deklaration om nordisk språkpolitik
2006). In other language constellations that may have the same linguistic
basis for communicating by means of RM, this possibility is less widely ap-
plied. For example, Beerkens (2009) notes that even though the linguistic
distance between Dutch and German is small enough for RM to be used as a
means of communication, this language mode is not very well-known for
this language constellation. At the European level, RM has been acknowl-
edged as a means of communication that can support language diversity
and maintenance and improve communication among the speakers of the
large number of languages spoken in Europe (European Commission 2007).
Many initiatives have been made to develop didactic programs for speakers
to learn RM in different language constellations (see section 8.5.1). Such ini-
tiatives and a language policy that is supportive of RM are important for the
successful use of RM because they can make speakers conscious about the
possibility of communicating by means of RM and introduce it for communi-
cation at a larger scale.

8.5.1 Acquisition

Worldwide, there are many language combinations that are mutually intelli-
gible to such an extent that the speakers can engage in RM without any prior
training. However, even though communication between related languages
is often possible at a basic level, in many cases where speakers have to ex-
change information about abstract, formal, and less familiar topics, success-
ful receptive multilingual communication often requires some training. In
various parts of Europe, educational programs have been developed to teach
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receptive multilingualism (e.g., the GalaNet and GalaPro,2 EuroCom,3 Linee4

and Dylan5 projects; see also Chapter 4, this volume) but only little research
has been conducted to investigate the effects of these programs. In contrast
with traditional language acquisition, the speaker only needs to focus on un-
derstanding the L2, and the more challenging language production plays no
role. In traditional foreign language acquisition studies, most attention has
been paid to the productive aspects of the L2, and the L2 is often very differ-
ent from the L1. In the case of RM, learners need to develop receptive strate-
gies and discover that they can profit from their own language when trying
to crack the L2 code; it is not necessary for them to actively acquire gram-
matical constructions, words and pronunciation.

Receptive competence can be improved by explicit instruction and focused
attention to specific communicatively relevant linguistic similarities and differ-
ences between the L1 and the L2. Extensive discussions are found in the litera-
ture about the use of focusing on form in language teaching (Doughty 2003).
An important assumption underlying explicit instruction is awareness-raising
leading to metalinguistic awareness (Schmidt 2001). Due to metalinguistic
awareness, learners are assumed to be able to “notice the gap” between fea-
tures in the input and the learner’s own actual performance and this is a nec-
essary step in language acquisition (Schmidt 2001). Frameworks discussed by,
for example, Swain (1998) are relevant for the construction of tasks to be used
to develop receptive multilingualism. In such tasks, the learners’ attention is
drawn to lexical and phonetic/orthographic differences between L1 and L2 in
order to enhance learners’ intelligibility of related languages and to develop
meta-linguistic awareness.

Previous studies have shown that for the acquisition of an active command
of an L2, explicit instruction (tutored input with instruction and feedback) is
more effective than implicit instruction without specific instruction or feedback
(Spada and Tomita 2010). The situation in the case of receptive multilingualism
may be different from a situation where a less closely related or unrelated lan-
guage must be learned, since listeners may more easily be able to infer corre-
spondences with their native language from untutored input than in a situation
where the languages are incomprehensible for the learner.

2 http://www.aidenligne-francais-universite.auf.org/spip.php?page=sommaire_galpro_galnet
3 http://www.eurocomprehension.eu/
4 https://cordis.europa.eu/publication/rcn/11712_en.html
5 http://www.dylan-project.org/
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8.6 Conclusion

There is a large number of interacting linguistic and extra-linguistic factors
that should be taken into consideration when explaining or predicting how
well speakers of two languages can communicate in the RM mode. RM has
been suggested as a valuable addition to other modes of communication for
crossing language barriers. However, more knowledge and awareness both
among linguists and language professionals and among language users and
policy makers are needed for this manner of communication to be more
widely accepted and used.
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Deborah Chen Pichler, Wanette Reynolds
and Jeffrey Levi Palmer

9 Multilingualism in Signing Communities

9.1 Introduction

This chapter examines the diverse language practices of individuals raised in
signing communities, focusing on children from families that use at least one
natural sign language. These individuals may be Deaf or hearing; the latter are
often referred to as Codas (Children of Deaf Adults) or, when emphasizing the
minor status of young individuals, Kodas (Kids of Deaf Adults). In terms of
child language acquisition, research so far has demonstrated that children who
have access to a natural sign language from birth achieve the classic develop-
mental milestones (e.g., onset of babbling, first words, first 50 words, first-word
combinations) on a timeline that is strikingly similar to that of hearing children
acquiring a spoken language from birth (Meier and Newport 1990). However,
the complex issues of multilingualism discussed in this volume exist in signing
communities just as they do in spoken language communities, including migra-
tion patterns of multilingual families, geographic proximity to international
borders, and maintenance of family culture.

The impact of multilingualism on language acquisition is further compli-
cated by issues related to accessibility and modality. Deaf children vary widely in
the degree to which they can hear, so their access to spoken languages varies
accordingly. Their access to natural sign language(s) also varies, depending on
when (or whether) their parents expose them to fluent signed input. These varia-
tions in access to spoken and signed languages in turn affect how Deaf people
use those languages in their own production, which in turn affect the language
input that they provide to their own Deaf and Koda children. Finally, multilin-
gual interactions may be unimodal, occurring in a single modality, or bimodal,
involving both signed and spoken language(s). Multilingualism in Deaf and Koda
children’s language use is thus characterized by highly complex interactions of
many features, some of which are unique to signing communities. The question
of how these interactions shape language development has traditionally been ap-
proached from the perspectives of linguistics and language acquisition, but
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recently, inquiries from a variety of other fields have also yielded ground-
breaking insights, some of which we highlight in this chapter.

Although multilingualism is a defining feature of many signing communi-
ties, it is only now being recognized as such. The preponderance of existing re-
search on language acquisition in signing communities focuses on bilingualism,
either in terms of sign+print bilingualism or sign+spoken bilingualism. The latter
is known as bimodal bilingualism and has emerged as a very productive research
domain in recent years. This chapter thus makes frequent mention of empirical
findings about bimodal bilingual acquisition, which we extend whenever possi-
ble to multilingual contexts. We include numerous examples of bilingual and
multilingual utterances by children exposed from birth to one or more sign lan-
guages at home; some of these examples highlight potential modality effects, or
phenomena that are unique to contexts involving signed languages.

9.2 Background information

Sign languages generally arise among low incidence deaf communities. The
Ethnologue (www.ethnologue.com), a listing of every known living language,
lists 143 sign languages as of July 2019. However, this number may underesti-
mate the actual total, depending on where one draws the line between “lan-
guages” and “dialects”; as is the case for spoken languages (see Chapter 2, this
volume), sign languages with large numbers of users dispersed across wide
geographical areas (e.g., Chinese Sign Language) or those in countries with his-
torically de-centralized systems of government and education (e.g., Italian Sign
Language) display regional variation that may not be mutually comprehensible
across signers from different parts of the country. Natural sign languages de-
velop spontaneously within Deaf communities and are distinct from the ambi-
ent spoken languages used in the surrounding hearing communities. However,
language contact provides rich possibilities for contact phenomena across lan-
guages and modalities, discussed later in this chapter.

Transmission of sign languages follows unusual patterns due to the fact
that the vast majority of deaf children (over 95% in the U.S., according to
Mitchell and Karchmer 2004) are born to hearing parents who do not sign. Most
of these children are educated following the oral philosophy, which focuses on
development of listening (to the extent possible) and speaking to the exclusion
of any natural sign language. In contrast, the incidence of hearing children
born to Deaf parents is quite high, over 80% in the U.S. (Mitchell et al. 2006).
As Compton (2014) points out, this means that in the United States the majority
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of American Sign Language (ASL) native signers are not Deaf (and the majority
of Deaf signers are not native signers). Even among Deaf native signing chil-
dren (those with Deaf parents), an increasing number receive cochlear implants
early enough to allow early bilingual acquisition of a spoken language in addi-
tion to their home sign language. These Deaf children of Deaf parents, who use
cochlear implants (DDCI for short), develop language in similar ways to Codas
(Davidson et al. 2014; Palmer 2015). We therefore group both populations in the
category of native signer bimodal bilinguals.

9.3 Many different types of signing bilinguals
and multilinguals

Bilinguals in signing communities exhibit proficiency in a sign language and
varying degrees of proficiency in the ambient spoken language, determined by
the complex factors outlined in the previous section. Signing communities
actively promote bilingualism, since literacy in the dominant spoken/written
language plays a crucial role in Deaf individuals’ access to education, employ-
ment and civic integration. Accordingly, the World Deaf Federation recognizes
bilingualism as a fundamental human right for the education of deaf children
(World Deaf Federation 2016). Signing communities typically emerge in con-
texts with a pre-existing spoken language community, giving rise to expected
pairings of an indigenous sign language and its ambient spoken language. In
Table 9.1, the four most commonly distinguished types of sign language bilin-
guals in North America are presented. Native Deaf bilinguals acquire sign lan-
guage in the home and literacy in the ambient spoken language (through print

Table 9.1: Types of bilinguals in sign communities.

Bilingual Signer
Type

Home
Language(s)

Language of the
General Community

Language in School

Native Deaf Bilingual ASL written English ASL, written(/spoken) English

Native Bimodal
Bilingual

ASL English English

Nonnative Deaf
Bilingual

English written English (ASL), written(/spoken) English

Nonnative Bimodal
Bilingual

English English (ASL), English
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and sign language fingerspelling) from the environment and at school. Native
bimodal bilinguals simultaneously acquire the spoken and signed languages ei-
ther as hearing signers with Deaf parents (e.g., K/Codas) or as DDCI. As men-
tioned earlier, this group of native bilinguals account for the smallest segment
of the signing community, the largest number of bilinguals being nonnative
sign language users, both Deaf and hearing. Nonnative Deaf bilinguals are born
to hearing nonsigning parents and often do not receive regular exposure to a
sign language until later in life. Finally, Nonnative bimodal bilinguals are mono-
lingual users of a spoken language who learn a sign language as a second lan-
guage (also referred to as second modality L2 or M2L2 learners).1

While ensuring early and unfettered first language exposure for deaf children
remains a crucial issue (Humphries et al. 2012), awareness of multilingualism in
the sign community is attracting growing interest. Pizzo (2016) uses Gallaudet
Research Institute data (2009–2010) to estimate that up to 35% of school-aged deaf
children are multilingual in the United States. As in other multilingual communi-
ties, members of signing communities acquire more than two languages in a vari-
ety of contexts and due to varying circumstances. Table 9.2 lists a sampling of
common signing community multilinguals with native sign language exposure.
The multilingual types are divided into two general categories: Deaf Multilinguals
and Bimodal Multilinguals. Ostensibly, there is little difference between the two
groups other than a distinction between the acquisition of spoken language by eye
(writing and reading) and the ability to perceive and acquire spoken languages by
ear. This distinction is based on well-documented differences between literacy de-
velopment and natural language acquisition (Cormier et al. 2012; Padden and
Ramsey 2000). Table 9.2 illustrates common subtypes that exist among Deaf multi-
linguals and bimodal multilinguals. The table is not meant to be exhaustive but
rather demonstrates the complex linguistic diversity of signing communities that
emerges once we take multilingualism into full consideration. Immigrants and
their children (i.e., heritage signers, discussed in section 9.4.3) make up a majority
of the Deaf multilinguals, although Deaf students may also acquire foreign spoken
languages and sign languages through formal coursework (Ammons 1988; Kontra,
Kata, and Piniel 2015). Some bimodal multilinguals immigrate to the United States
with their parents and learn the sign language and spoken language of their new
homeland. Second-generation immigrants may learn more than one sign language

1 This chapter focuses on child and adult native signers, and as such, will not discuss hearing
signers who learn one or more sign languages as a second language. However, the M2L2 signer
population is growing quickly and exhibit many of the multilingual phenomena we discuss in
this chapter. Readers interested in M2L2 sign language acquisition are referred to Chen Pichler
and Koulidobrova (2015), Koulidobrova and Palmer (2015), and Woll (2012).
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in the home or receive early exposure to two spoken languages in addition to na-
tive sign exposure in the home; both groups are classified as multilingual heritage
signers.

9.4 Multidisciplinary insights on bimodal
bilingualism

As is demonstrated from Tables 9.1 and 9.2, the variety of multilingual contexts in
signing communities is dauntingly complex, and the multilingual, multimodal

Table 9.2: Examples of native-signing multilinguals.

Bilingual Type Home Language(s) Language of the
General Community

Language in School

Deaf Multilingual

Deaf immigrant
to US

Korean Sign Language,
written Korean

written Korean Korean Sign Language,
written Korean, ASL,
written English

Deaf heritage
signer in US

ASL, Japanese Sign
Language

written English ASL, written English

Deaf language
learner in US

ASL written English ASL, written English,
written Spanish (and/or
Lengua de Signos
Española or LSE)

Bimodal Multilingual

Coda or DDCI
immigrant

Lengua de Señas
Mexicana (LSM),
Spanish, ASL

Spanish, English Spanish, English

Coda or DDCI
heritage signer

Russian Sign Language,
ASL

English English

Coda or DDCI
heritage signer
and heritage
speaker

ASL, English, Spanish English Spanish

Coda or DDCI
language learner

ASL, English, Mandarin
Chinese

English English
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mixing that occurs in those contexts has consequently evaded systematic investi-
gation until very recently. Bimodal mixing in particular has emerged as a major
topic of interest; speakers are normally under physical constraints that prevent
them from articulating content from two languages simultaneously (i.e. humans
have only one tongue), but this physical constraint is suspended in bimodal mix-
ing, where both signed and spoken (or mouthed) content can be articulated at the
same time. This critical difference between unimodal spoken language bilinguals
and bimodal signed + spoken bilinguals has far-reaching consequences for how
human languages are organized in the mind, acquired, processed, and lost, and
how multiple languages interact across modalities. Researchers have approached
these questions from a number of different angles. In the next section, we over-
view some of the findings that have been reported so far, focusing on the perspec-
tives from linguistics, psycholinguistics/cognitive neurolinguistics, and child
language acquisition, currently the three most prolific domains in bimodal bilin-
gual research.

9.4.1 Linguistics: Defining different code-mixing behaviors in
the signing community

The phenomenon of bimodal bilingualism under its current definition as bilingual-
ism in a signed language and a spoken language2 came to the attention of most
linguistics researchers through influential publications introducing the general
public to the concept of Deaf and Coda cultural identities and the central role of
natural sign languages for both identities (e.g., Lane, Hoffmeister, and Bahan
1996; Padden and Humphries 1990; Preston 1995). Over the course of interviewing
150 adult hearing children of deaf parents in the late 1980s, Preston (1995) often
encountered a “hybrid language” that was part ASL, part English, which “mir-
rored [the] bilingual and bicultural heritage” of Codas. Bishop and Hicks (2005)
explored the unique cross-linguistic mixing phenomena observed among adult
Codas, situating them in the complex sociolinguistic context that Codas inhabit at
the intersection of Deaf and hearing cultures. They focused primarily on Coda-talk

2 We should note the sporadic and now largely defunct use in the past of “bimodal bilingualism”
to refer to (a) text+sign bilingualism (for those considering written language as its own modality)
and (b) speech+sign bilingualism for Deaf students in educational programs espousing the Total
Communication philosophy (strongly associated with Simultaneous Communication or Signed
English, in which the grammaticality of the signed portion is degraded). Since the mid-2000s,
both of these usages have faded, but they still persist in older publications that remain in
circulation.
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or Coda speak, first described by Lucas and Valli (1992) as “spoken English words
produced with ASL syntactic structure, what might be called ‘spoken ASL’” (1992:
114). Bishop and Hicks (2005) extended Coda-talk to include spoken, spoken and
signed, and written production; some representative examples are given in
Table 9.3.

Bishop and Hicks (2005) argued that regardless of the modality (or modalities)
of the expressions in Table 9.3, they all reflect “a conscious and purposeful
commitment to spoken ASL” that is the hallmark of Coda-talk (2005: 215). Other
sociolinguistics researchers have also noted the role of Coda-talk as an in-
group cultural identifier used only among Codas (Bishop 2010), and often in
private; for instance, the mimicking of Deaf people’s distinct vocal patterns
through deaf voice is normally considered rude and offensive, especially if pro-
duced by someone who is not Coda.

While Coda-talk has so far been studied only among adult Codas, similar
constructions have been noted from young Kodas, who sometimes produce
speech, with or without accompanying signing, that reflects ASL grammar.
Example (1) is a speech-only utterance by a Koda participant in our research
program, Development of Bimodal Bilingualism (Lillo-Martin, Quadros, and
Chen Pichler 2016). This utterance, produced when the child was unable to sep-
arate two fused pieces of playdoh, features a null subject in preverbal position
and a sentence-final copy of the (null) subject, in pronoun form. Such a con-
struction is ill-formed in spoken English, but well-formed and quite frequent in
ASL.

Table 9.3: Examples of Coda-talk from Bishop and Hicks (2005: 205–211).

Coda-talk
examples

English equivalent and explanation

Written English with omitted
arguments, morphology and
function words

He not even
wince.
I finally find.

‘He didn’t even wince.’
‘I finally found it.’

Lexical innovations playing
on English glosses for ASL
signs

You think me
furniture?

‘You think I’m nothing?’ (Plays on the similarity
of ASL signs NOTHING and FURNITURE)

Expressions mimicking forms
used by Deaf parents

Allaboo!
King Burger

‘I love you!’ (simultaneously signed and spoken
in deaf voice) ‘Burger King’ (a word reversal
common among Deaf signers)
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(1) Stuck it. Stuck it.
‘It’s stuck. It’s stuck.’
(Young bimodal bilingual Coda-talk, Ben 2;3)

At the other end of the spectrum are utterances in which signs are produced in
English word order, sometimes incorporating invented signs to represent affixes
common in spoken English. This type of signing is variously labeled as
Simultaneous Communication, Signing Exact English or Manually Coded English,
and can also be thought of as a category of language mixing between English
and ASL, albeit this mixing can be so English-dominant as to render the signed
component largely unintelligible to Deaf viewers (Tevenal and Villanueva 2009).

In addition to signing in English word order or speaking in ASL word order,
code-mixing in the context of bimodal bilingualism also allows code-switching, in
the familiar sense of the term, wherein an individual switches between only speak-
ing or only signing. However, multiple researchers have reported that although
Codas sometimes engage in code-switching between their spoken and signed lan-
guages (e.g., switching from ASL only to spoken English only, or vice versa), they
are much more likely to code-blend, producing a bimodal utterance in which spo-
ken and signed elements are produced simultaneously (Emmorey et al. 2008 for
ASL/English).

Of all bimodal bilingual phenomena, code-blending has attracted perhaps
the most intense research attention. Many analyses have focused on the anatomy
of code-blending, structural patterns that distinguish different types of code-
blended utterances, and contexts that trigger each one. Code-blending typologies
differ but linguistic analyses generally fall into one of two basic approaches. The
first, common in earlier research that focused on Deaf rather than Coda or DDCI
signers, regards mixed utterances as part of a contact variety of signing, an ASL-
English pidgin (Lucas and Valli 1992). Under this view, code-mixed utterances
are governed by grammatical rules specific to a “third grammar” (e.g. Poplack
1980), distinct from either ASL or English grammar.

Other linguists reject positing a third grammar as both unnecessary and theo-
retically undesirable, arguing that the grammatical rules governing code-mixing
should be derivable from nothing more than the interacting grammars of the par-
ticipant languages (e.g. MacSwan 2000). Researchers with this perspective often
identify either the signed language or the spoken language as the matrix language
of a mixed utterance (c.f. Myers Scotton 2001), into which elements of the auxiliary
language are inserted, as in Example (2). Sometimes no matrix language can be
identified, and the message of the utterance appears to be distributed in a comple-
mentary fashion across both modalities, as in (3). And yet other times, the message
essentially appears twice, once in each modality, as in (4) (in code-blended
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examples, signed glosses are printed in CAPITAL LETTERS. Spoken words appear
directly below the signs they accompany, in italics; if speech is in a language other
than English, English glosses are provided immediately below, also in italics.
Finally, the translation for the combined code-blend is given in ‘quotes’).

(2) English base ASL code-blend (adapted from Emmorey et al. 2008: 48)
ASL: SIGN
English: She didn’t even sign until fourteen.
‘She didn’t even sign until (she was) fourteen (years old).’

(3) Complementary Italian Sign Language (LIS)-Italian code-blend (adapted
from Bishop, Hicks, Bertone, and Sala 2006: 96)
LIS: (MY)-ENTIRE-FACE
Italian: Ero viola.
(I) was purple [black and blue]

‘My entire face was black and blue.’

(4) Fully bimodal ASL-English code-blend (adapted from Emmorey et al.
2008: 48)
ASL: NOT THINK REALLY LIVE
English: I don’t think he would really live.
‘I don’t think he would really live.’

For the most part, signed and spoken content of adult code-blended utterances
is congruent and temporally coordinated; that is, co-occurring signing and
speech generally express equivalent information. This is not to say that code-
blended content is always congruent. Bimodal bilinguals whose signed and
spoken languages differ more strikingly in word order than do ASL and English
encounter frequent opportunities for incongruent or mismatched code-blending.
Example (5) from Italian Sign Language (LIS, an SOV language) code-blended
with spoken Italian (an SVO language) is one such case, as the meaning of the
first and last signs do not match that of the speech with which they are aligned.

(5) Incongruent/mismatched LIS-Italian code-blend (adapted from Branchini
and Donati 2016: 11)
LIS: FROG EAT WHAT
Italian: Cosa ha mangiato la rana
What have.3SG eat.PRTC the frog
‘What did the frog eat?’
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Even among ASL-English Codas, Quadros, Lillo-Martin, and Chen Pichler (2015)
noted that children produced more mismatched code-blends than adults, as
well as more cases of repetitions and self-corrections, indications that although
congruent code-blending is favored, temporal coordination of bimodal material
requires time to develop. However, in all cases, the combined signed and spo-
ken content expresses a single proposition, even in incongruent cases, consis-
tent with assumptions that the human language computational system only
outputs one proposition at a time, even when that proposition appears in two
modalities simultaneously.

This assumption forms the basis of the Language Synthesis Model, one of
several theoretical models of the human language capacity recently pro-
posed to account for code-blending and other bimodal bilingual mixing phe-
nomena. The technical details of this model are beyond the scope of this
chapter (interested readers are referred to Lillo-Martin, Quadros, and Chen
Pichler 2016), but in brief, it proposes that acquiring a language involves ac-
quiring a set of syntactic features (abstract morphemes) for that language
that exist independently of the phonological forms (words) that match or
“check” those features. Multilinguals possess one set of features and phono-
logical forms for each of their languages, and these elements can interact,
creating mixed structures. The same set of features in a given derivation can
be checked by phonological forms from a sign language, a spoken language,
or both simultaneously as long as no features of the signed form clash with
those of the co-occurring spoken form. Although the language synthesis
model is still a work in progress, it approaches the challenges posed by bi-
modal mixing head-on and embodies a new awareness among sign language
researchers that any theoretical model we propose for the human language
capacity must be able to accommodate multilingual mixing, regardless of
modality.

9.4.2 Psycholinguistics and cognitive neuroscience

Investigations of bimodal bilingualism from the psycholinguistic perspective
have yielded important insights related to language processing, control and
other cognitive functions in the bilingual brain. Much of the psycholinguistic
research on adult Codas is relevant to the proposal that both of a bilingual’s
languages remain active at all times (Kroll, Bobb, and Wodnieka 2006), such
that when a bilingual wants to use only language A, language B must be inhib-
ited or suppressed, and vice versa (Green 1998). Switching between languages
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incurs a cognitive cost, and unimodal spoken language bilinguals show a
greater switching cost when switching into their dominant language than when
switching into their weaker language, because a dominant language must be
more strongly suppressed to prevent interference when speaking the weaker
language (Meuter and Allport 1999).

Unlike unimodal bilinguals, bimodal bilinguals have the option of not in-
hibiting either language, since they can code-blend, yet they still exhibit asym-
metrical switching costs. English-dominant adult Codas studied by Emmorey
et al. (2008) code-blended often, but strongly preferred either continuous bi-
modal production or single-sign code blends, consisting of a one-sign-long
blend in otherwise spoken English utterances. Both options involve full activa-
tion of English and either full or partial activation of ASL, the weaker language.
No single-word code-blends occurred, according to Emmorey et al. (2008), be-
cause English-dominant Codas must firmly suppress English in order to pro-
duce well-formed ASL.

Interestingly, Codas’ reduced requirement to inhibit one language or an-
other may mean that some aspects of the much-touted “bilingual advantage
in cognitive control” (Bialystok et al. 2009) do not occur for bimodal bilin-
guals. Emmorey et al. (2008) reported that adult Codas scored lower than un-
imodal bilinguals and no higher than monolingual hearing controls on a task
of executive control. This result has been widely interpreted as evidence that
the enhanced bilingual cognitive control develops in part due to frequent
monitoring of which language to use with different people and, accordingly,
repeated inhibition of one or the other language. However, further exploration
of bimodal bilinguals in this area is needed to confirm the accuracy of this
proposal.

Finally, the high frequency of code-blending observed among adult Codas
also suggests that lexical retrieval in two languages at once incurs less cogni-
tive cost than inhibiting one language. Emmorey, Petrich, and Gollan (2012)
confirmed this hypothesis through tests in which adult Codas named pictures
in ASL only, English only, or ASL-English code-blends. Response times in the
code-blended condition were no slower than in the ASL only condition, and
adding English also had a facilitative effect when naming low-frequency signs
that are normally difficult to retrieve. Similarly, processing studies have dem-
onstrated cross-language activation of ASL by Deaf ASL-English bilinguals
engaged in an English-only task in which they must judge whether pairs of
English words were semantically related. Morford et al. (2011) reported that
Deaf adults showed interference from the ASL translation equivalents of the
English words they were judging. These and other psycholinguistic studies
clearly demonstrate that the cross-language activation observed for unimodal
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bilinguals also occurs for bimodal bilinguals, despite the fact that words in dif-
ferent modalities share no phonological overlap. This outcome challenges
standing assumptions based on unimodal spoken language bilingualism, ac-
cording to which cross-language activation depends on similarities in phono-
logical form between equivalent words in the two languages.

9.4.3 Child language acquisition: Insights made possible
by bimodal bilingual data

Language acquisition researchers studying bimodal bilingualism ask how typical
bilingual developmental patterns are affected when the child’s languages occupy
different modalities. When differences arise, they sometimes reveal errors in our
previous assumptions that are difficult to see from unimodal bilingual data
alone. One classic example of this is Pettito et al. (2001), a study of Canadian
Kodas that challenged the claim that bilingual babies are “confused” by expo-
sure to two languages at once and are delayed in achieving early developmental
milestones compared to monolingual children. Furthermore, the apparent pau-
city of translation equivalents in young bilingual speech led to speculation that
bilingual children do not differentiate the vocabulary or grammatical rules of
their two languages before the age of 3;0 (Volterra and Taeschner 1978). Petitto
et al. (2001) argued that existing studies of bilinguals underestimated children’s
early vocabulary size by discarding a high number of “neutrals” (p. 13) or words
which the researcher is unable to attribute to one language or the other, perhaps
because the target forms in the child’s two languages sound similar, and/or be-
cause the child is not yet able to articulate those target words accurately. By ex-
amining the early lexical development of three Kodas learning Québec Sign
Language (LSQ) and French, Petitto et al. (2001) eliminated the problem of neu-
trals and found that the Kodas achieved their first word, first two-word combina-
tions and first fifty words at ages comparable to monolingual norms. Translation
equivalents between LSQ and French also accounted for 40–51% of the youngest
Kodas’ acquired signs. Together these results suggest that language input in two
languages does not confuse bilingual children or delay their vocabulary develop-
ment, although the presence of neutrals in unimodal bilingual data may depress
figures for total vocabulary and translation equivalents. Bimodal bilinguals offer
a way to eliminate neutrals, resulting in more accurate findings.

Bimodal bilingual children are often surrounded by a mix of hearing and
Deaf people, and like their unimodal bilingual counterparts, they learn fairly
quickly to determine the appropriate language to use with various interlocutors.
Griffith (1985) describes a Koda engaging in “mode-finding” with an unfamiliar
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interlocutor as early as 20 months, which she describes as alternatively address-
ing the stranger in ASL alone, code-blended ASL and English, and English alone
to determine, by the stranger’s response, which “mode” was the right one. Lillo-
Martin et al. (2014) also report differentiation of language choice by American
and Brazilian Kodas between ages 1;4 and 3;6, with all children producing more
spoken language with hearing interlocutors and more sign language with Deaf
interlocutors. However, they engaged in code-blending much more often when
addressing Deaf adults than when addressing hearing adults (also reported for
Finnish Kodas by Kanto, Laasko, and Huttunen 2017). This pattern is initially per-
plexing, unless the Kodas’ voicing is for their own benefit rather than that of
their interlocutors, as suggested by Petroj, Guerrera, and Davidson (2014). This
may indicate that these Kodas, who are dominant in their spoken language like
the adult Codas discussed in the previous section, also resort to code-blending as
a strategy for easing the cognitive costs of fully suppressing English when they
sign. Because ASL is a weaker language for them, it is more easily suppressed
when speaking English, and code-blending is not necessary.

With regard to language mixing, bimodal bilingual children resemble their
adult counterparts in strongly preferring code-blending over code-switching (e.g.
van den Bogaerde 2000 for Sign Language of the Netherlands/Dutch; Petitto
et al. 2001 for LSQ/French; Chen Pichler and Quinn 2008 for ASL/English; Kanto,
Laasko, and Huttunen 2017 for Finnish Sign Language/Finnish). Because of the
prevalence of code-mixing by adults (both hearing and Deaf), it is possible that
bimodal bilingual children’s use of code-blending reflects that of their input.
This possibility was investigated by van den Bogaerde and Baker (2008) through
a longitudinal study of Kodas in the Netherlands ranging in age from 2;11 to 6;0.
They found that the children’s use of Dutch-only, Sign Language of the
Netherlands (NGT)-only and code-blended utterances partially matched their
Deaf mothers’ use but was also variously affected by the children’s proficiency in
Dutch and NGT and their changing preferences for each language. Additionally,
the Koda participant whose Deaf mother was the least tolerant of being ad-
dressed in Dutch-only was the most consistent of the Koda participants in using
either NGT-only or code-blending with his mother. Van den Bogaerde and Baker
(2008) suggest that the strictness with which Deaf parents expect their children
to sign may ultimately be the best predictor of language choice among young bi-
modal bilinguals (see also Chapter 10, this volume).

Most bimodal bilingual children are integrated into the majority spoken lan-
guage environment by age 5;0, when they enter school. Accordingly, many be-
come dominant in their spoken language around this time, exerting noticeable
effects on their sign language development. Lillo-Martin, Quadros, and Chen
Pichler (2016) report several syntactic domains in which American and Brazilian
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Koda and DDCI children diverged from patterns previously reported for Deaf chil-
dren (without cochlear implants). For instance, ASL and Libras (Brazilian Sign
Language) allow Wh-elements in initial, final and doubled positions, and Wh-
questions elicited from Deaf children between ages 4;0–6;0 include all of these
variants (Lillo-Martin 2000). American and Brazilian Kodas spontaneously pro-
duced varied word order for Wh-questions around 2;0 (Quadros, Lillo-Martin,
and Chen Pichler 2013), but when they were tested between ages 4;0–6;0, they
produced almost exclusively Wh-initial constructions, the primary word order for
Wh-questions in both English and Brazilian Portuguese.

Similarly, Palmer (2015) found that by 23 months, ASL-English bimodal bi-
linguals developed Subject-Verb (SV) and Verb-Object (VO) word orders in their
spontaneous ASL production. These orders are consistent with the basic word
order (SVO) for both ASL and English. However, by 40 months, bimodal bilin-
guals had still not developed productive use of VS and OV orders, noncanonical
word orders that are grammatical in ASL and used productively by Deaf chil-
dren (without implants) by 30 months (Chen Pichler 2001). Developmental dif-
ferences between young bimodal bilingual children and Deaf comparison
groups also manifest at the discourse level, affecting subject referent tracking
patterns in ASL narratives. Reynolds (2016) elicited narratives from six bimodal
bilinguals at ages 5;2–6;9, and again at 6;7–8;2. The results showed an increas-
ing dependence on overt forms for referent maintenance and reintroduction, di-
verging from their age-matched Deaf counterparts.

Many ASL developmental patterns of bimodal bilinguals dominant in their
spoken language call to mind similar patterns reported for heritage speakers’ de-
velopment of their home language (Benmamoun, Montrul, and Polinsky 2013).
An emerging literature on heritage signers identifies developmental patterns for
some aspects of sign language grammar that appear to diverge from those re-
ported for Deaf children from Deaf families who do not have access to spoken
language through cochlear implants (Chen Pichler et al. 2017; Chen Pichler, Lillo-
Martin, and Palmer 2018; Palmer 2015; Reynolds 2018). This line of investigation
is still in its infancy but highlights the importance of understanding how varia-
tion in the input affects ultimate attainment for heritage language users, regard-
less of modality.

9.5 Extensions into multilingualism

Multilingualism in signing communities is a new field of investigation compris-
ing several lines of research that are still largely autonomous. These include
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studies of Deaf communities in contact where more than one sign language coex-
ist (e.g., Quinto-Pozos and Adam 2015); studies of cross-signing, documenting ad
hoc communication strategies used between signers without a common sign lan-
guage (e.g., Byun et al. 2018); and translanguaging in contexts of Deaf education
(e.g. Swanwick 2017). Although researchers in these domains may not reference
each other yet, many of their findings are highly relevant for each other, as we
hope to demonstrate by grouping them together in this chapter. Note that in
some of the studies reviewed below, researchers refer to “bilinguals” and “bilin-
gualism” rather than “multilinguals” and “multilingualism”. The former usage is
common in studies of signers who know more than one sign language, reflecting
a focus of those studies on the interaction between those sign languages. Of
course, signers who know more than one sign language invariably also know at
least one spoken language, which exerts an influence even in signed-only utter-
ances (in the form of fingerspelled words, borrowings of lexical items, calques,
etc.). The term “signing bilingual” in this context can thus be understood to refer
to multilinguals.

9.5.1 Multilingualism among signing communities in contact

The popularity of bimodal bilingualism as a topic of research has given the im-
pression that there are two distinct kinds of bilingualism: unimodal, of the tra-
ditionally studied spoken language type, and bimodal, strongly associated with
signing and modality effects. Unimodal bilingualism in two sign languages is
overlooked in this dichotomy, yet it is precisely this variety of bilingualism that
can best answer some of the most interesting questions raised by bimodal bilin-
gualism research (Chen Pichler, Koulidobrova, and Palmer, in press). Many of
the novel insights from bimodal bilingualism stem from the involvement of a
sign language, creating the possibility for simultaneous articulation of two lan-
guages across different modalities. That option seems unavailable in unimodal
signed bilingualism (although theoretically, the presence of paired articulators,
the hands, still leaves open the possibility of co-articulation of two different
sign languages). This raises the interesting question of whether unimodal sign
language bilinguals pattern like unimodal spoken language bilinguals in do-
mains where bimodal bilinguals differ, for instance in frequency of code-
switching or concomitant advantages in tasks of cognitive control.

Investigation of unimodal bilingual code-switching patterns exists from
communities where two sign languages have been in sustained contact. These
include Australian Sign Language (Auslan)/Australian Irish Sign Language
(AISL) in parts of Australia where several schools for the deaf taught in AISL
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(Adam 2012) and Mexican Sign Language (LSM)/ASL along the US-Mexico bor-
der (Quinto-Pozos 2000). Research on these signing populations has identified
code-switch insertions and several types of reiterative code-switches. Example (6)
from Adam (2012) features two AISL signs, WARATAH and WHEN, inserted into
an Auslan structure. AISL was used at the school for the Deaf in Waratah which
may have prompted the signer’s switch to the AISL forms. Code-switch inser-
tions comprised the majority of code-switching types in the Auslan-AISL data,
mostly involving inserted AISL, reflecting Auslan dominance for Australian un-
imodal bilingual signers. (Note: the notation IX represents pointing, directed to-
wards the referent or location specified in parentheses).

(6) Auslan-AISL code-switch insertions (adapted from Quinto-Pozos and
Adam 2015: 44)
IX(self) GO T-O WARATAH(AISL) AGE WHEN(AISL) FIVE-YEARS-OLD
‘I started school at Waratah when I was 5 years old.’

Example (7) illustrates reiterative code-switching at the lexical level, character-
ized by presentation of a lexical item in one sign language (in this case
TOMATO in ASL) followed by the same lexical item in a different sign language
(TOMATO in LSM).

(7) Lexical reiteration ASL-LSM code-switch (adapted from Quinto-Pozos and
Adam 2015: 43)
IX(listing on non-dominant hand) TOMATO TOMATO(LSM) ADD-
INGREDIENTS MIX gesture(good)
‘(and then you take) tomatoes and you add them to the other ingredients
and mix everything together. It’s great.’

Both of the code-switching patterns in (6) and (7) are familiar from spoken lan-
guage bilingualism, suggesting that code-switching behavior may be one do-
main for which unimodal bilinguals pattern similarly, regardless of modality.

There are two aspects of unimodal sign bilingual data reported so far that
appear strikingly different from either bimodal or unimodal speech bilingual
data. The first is a very high incidence of ambiguous or shared lexical forms
across the two sign languages, reported by both Quinto-Pozos (2000) and
Zeshan and Panda (2015). Zeshan and Panda examine bilingual Burundi Sign
Language (BuSL)/Indian Sign Language (ISL) data from Deaf Burundian stu-
dents living in India. BuSL and ISL are genetically unrelated and have no pre-
vious history of sustained contact, yet Zeshan and Panda (2015) report that
only about a third of their data could be unambiguously identified as
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belonging to BuSL or ISL. Upon closer inspection, a large number of the am-
biguous/shared forms were index points, highly iconic classifier constructions
and directional signs that occur with high frequency in most sign languages.
Even after these forms were excluded from analysis, however, shared forms
still comprised 38–46% of the data and were frequently interspersed among
clearly ISL or BuSL signs, as exemplified in (8). The result is a high density of
switching within a single utterance, making it impossible in many cases to
identify a base language.

(8) ISL-BuSL code-switch (shared items are affixed with the subscript label
(S)) (adapted from Zeshan and Panda 2015: 117)
IX(3fs)(S) LIKE(BuSL) NONE(S) / IX(3pl)(S) SOLVE(S) DIFFICULT+(ISL)
DIFFICULT(BuSL)
‘She did not like India. To resolve this with all of them was very difficult.’

The degree of lexical overlap and resulting density of code-switching in the
BuSL/ISL data set seem much higher than what is typical for either bimodal bi-
lingual or unimodal spoken bilingual code-switching, but only investigations
of other sign bilingual cases can determine if these patterns are unique charac-
teristics of unimodal sign bilingualism.

Finally, Adam (2012) documents a psycholinguistic finding among Irish
Sign Language (Irish SL)-British Sign Language (BSL) bilinguals that suggests
a possible divergence from unimodal spoken bilingual patterns. Deaf bilin-
guals viewed a series of pictures and were instructed to produce the sign for
each picture, using BSL for those outlined in red, and Irish SL for those out-
lined in blue. Response times revealed a switching cost, which was decreased
on items for which the Irish SL and BSL signs are phonologically similar (i.e.,
overlapping in one or more of the following: handshape, location or move-
ment of the sign). This facilitative effect of phonological overlap has been
noted for both unimodal spoken and bimodal bilinguals. However, an unex-
pected finding was that switching costs for the Irish SL/BSL bilinguals were
not asymmetrical, despite the fact that all participants were Irish SL domi-
nant, having learned BSL as an L2. Many factors could potentially affect
switching costs, including length of language experience, degree of genetic
relatedness between languages, and the presence of a community of profi-
cient sign bilinguals (reducing the cognitive burden required for monitoring
appropriate language choice). Adam (2012) concedes that the absence of
asymmetric switching costs in his data may reflect some yet unidentified fea-
ture of the Deaf bilinguals he tested, but it may also point to an unexpected
modality effect unique to unimodal sign bilinguals.
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9.5.2 Multlingualism among individual signers in contact

Deaf communities have a long history of international gatherings for sports com-
petitions and cultural events. At these events, signers frequently find themselves
communicating with signers from other countries, with whom they do not share
any common sign language. These are prime situations for complex multilingual
meaning negotiation that Byun et al. (2018) term cross-signing. Cross-signing in-
volves “a relatively rich and structured grammar” based on features common to
many sign language grammars, such as pointing conventions, meaningful use of
space, nonmanual marking to indicate topicalization, focus, and contrast, etc.
This shared grammar is paired with “a severely impoverished lexicon” that must
be supplemented by lexical items negotiated on the spot (Allsop, Woll, and Brauti
1995: 187). Skilled multilingual signers accomplish this negotiation with impres-
sive efficiency, using visually-oriented strategies that are just beginning to be
documented.

Communication breakdowns are inevitable during cross-signing, but Byun
et al. (2018) document the remarkable speed with which some Deaf signers are
able to repair these breakdowns. Figure 9.1 shows an NGT signer (C) conversing
with a KSL (Korean Sign Language) signer (A) for the first time.

In the first panel, signer C introduces the NGT sign for INTERPRETER, but does so
with what Byun et al. (2018) call a try marker: he holds the sign for an extra beat
and maintains steady eye gaze, signaling that he recognizes this sign may not be
familiar to signer A. Indeed, signer A begins to copy the sign, an indication that he
has not understood it, but before he even finishes, signer C switches to the ASL
sign for INTERPRETER, and the communication breakdown is repaired. Byun et al.
(2018) found that breakdowns involving try markers were consistently repaired
more quickly than those without try markers. Crucially, strategies like try marking

Figure 9.1: Fast track repair of conversational breakdown with try marking (Byun et al.
2018:15, reprinted with permission).
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depend on multilingual experience; in Figure 9.1, signer C not only had sufficient
cross-sign language awareness to suspect that the NGT sign for INTERPRETER
(common throughout European sign languages) might not be recognized by a
Korean signer, he was also able to produce an alternative in ASL, a signed lingua
franca. These skills are also among those mentioned by McKee and Napier (2002)
as essential for interpreters using International Sign (IS), regarded by many as a
more equitable solution than choosing an existing sign language to serve as lingua
franca for communicating at international Deaf gatherings. Effective IS interpreters
“must also possess the linguistic flexibility and imagination to think beyond
known lexicon and improvise with productive sign and gesture resources to ex-
press meaning in unconventionalized, yet characteristically ‘Deaf’ ways” (McKee
and Napier 2002: 51).

9.5.3 Translanguaging in signing communities

The same “Deaf ways” of making meaning that are emphasized for skilled
cross-signing and IS interpreting are also emerging as a central foundation for
translanguaging in signing communities. Translanguaging had its beginnings
in the field of bilingual education, as a practice that encourages students to use
their full communicative repertoire for learning and recognizing the highly in-
dividual and creative ways that bilingual and multilingual people make mean-
ing. In the field of Deaf education, translanguaging approaches are growing in
popularity in countries like Sweden and the U.K., where an influx of immigra-
tion has led to highly multilingual Deaf classrooms. In these “super-diverse”
situations, teachers are using translanguaging techniques to leverage newly ar-
rived Deaf students’ varying knowledge of their home languages (spoken or
signed), global languages like English, and the local signed and spoken lan-
guages (Allard and Chen Pichler to appear).

Translanguaging is not a haphazard mixing of languages, but rather an inten-
tional practice that adheres to certain best practices. Visually-oriented practices
and proficiency in at least one signed language are emerging as critical features of
effective translanguaging in the Deaf context. Holmström and Schönström (2018)
describe the translanguaging practices of one Deaf university lecturer’s skillful in-
tegration of Swedish Sign Language (SSL), English and Swedish mouthing, finger-
spelling of English and Swedish words, and printed English and Swedish text over
the course of a single lecture (Figure 9.2).

Importantly, the lecture maintains equal accessibility for Deaf and hearing
students, since any Swedish or English content is rendered visible through mouth-
ing and fingerspelling, two mechanisms “native” to natural sign languages.
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9.6 Multilingual child signers

Signing populations today are increasingly globalized and mobile, leading to
richly multilingual communities featuring unexpected combinations of signed
and spoken languages (Hiddinga and Crasborn 2011). Children growing up in
these communities display varying proficiency in multiple signed and spoken
languages, and the concepts of language synthesis, cross-signing, heritage lan-
guage and translanguaging all offer important tools for investigating develop-
ment in these multimodal multilingual contexts. We end this chapter with a
brief summary of the only systematic research on multilingual signing children
that we are currently aware of (Vere 2014), supplemented with examples of
signing children’s multimodal linguistic combinations that still await scientific
investigation.

Vere (2014) conducted a longitudinal case study of a Koda child from 2;
9–3;10 learning English, Maltese, and Maltese Sign Language (Maltese SL) from

Figure 9.2: Multilingual translanguaging in a Deaf lecture (Holmström and Schönström
2018: 10, reprinted with permission).
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his Deaf parents. Vere describes the child’s use of code-blending to serve a vari-
ety of purposes, sometimes with concurrent code-switching between English
and Maltese, as in (9).

(9) Bimodal trilingual English-Maltese code-switch and partial Maltese Sign
Language code-blend [2;9] (Maltese content is marked with a subscript
“M”.) (Adapted from Vere 2014: 88)
Maltese SL: KBIR

big
Spech: This big a vapur(M)

‘This is a big ship.’

The child is aware of the various language preferences of his interlocutors, and
code-blending allows him “to satisfy all conversational partners in a multilin-
gual conversation” (p. 111). At age 3;4, he is also observed code-blending an
iconic gesture with exaggerated mouthing of a spoken Maltese word sigar ‘tree’
as a strategy to fill a lexical gap in his developing Maltese SL lexicon. Based on
these preliminary observations, bimodal trilingual L1 development bears many
resemblances to what has been reported for bimodal bilingual children, but
naturally, much more research on other language combinations is needed.

Examples (10) and (11) present a sample of spontaneously produced trilingual
code-mixing that we have encountered in casual interactions with multilingual
signing children. Bai (age 8;6), a Deaf Cantonese, English and ASL multilingual,
primarily uses ASL for communication but also speaks some English and
Cantonese. In (10) he produces a fully bimodal code-blend where each signed con-
stituent has a co-occurring spoken language element, and also performs a code-
switch from English to Cantonese.

(10) Bimodal trilingual English-Cantonese code-switch and full ASL code-
blend [Bai 8;6] (Cantonese content is marked with a subscript “C”.)
ASL: IX(self) LOVE GRANDMOTHER
Speech: I love 婆婆 (pópo)(C)

Grandmother
‘I love (my) grandma.’

Similarly, in (11) Sia (age 3;0), a hearing English, Spanish and ASL multilingual,
produces a trilingual simultaneous code-blend and code-switch involving all
three languages.
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(11) Bimodal trilingual English-Spanish code-switch and partial ASL code-
blend [Sia 3;0] (Spanish content is marked with a subscript “S”.)
ASL: DARK
Speech: After dark I need una(S) light flash.

INDF.ART.F.SG
‘After (it gets) dark I need a flashlight.’

The gender feature of the Spanish indefinite article unamatches the gender fea-
ture of the Spanish translation equivalent of flashlight (linterna), a phenomenon
that has been well-documented for unimodal Spanish-English bilinguals
(Liceras et al. 2008). Furthermore, Sia’s word order choice in light flash shows
influence from the ASL sequence LIGHT FLASH, or alternatively, from Spanish
word order if she has analyzed flash as an adjective modifying light. This is a
particularly fascinating example of the many options for simultaneous code-
switching, code-blending and other language synthesis that are already pro-
duced by multilingual signing children at young ages.

9.7 Future directions and importance
of continued research

The field of multilingualism in signing communities is still brand new, present-
ing countless directions for promising future research. For linguists and psy-
cholinguists, the central question of how modality affects familiar patterns of
language acquisition, interaction, processing, etc. remains a major line of in-
quiry that requires many more studies of signing bilinguals and multilinguals
from a variety of backgrounds. In light of the novel discoveries related to bi-
modal bilingualism in recent years, unimodal sign bilingualism seems a partic-
ularly promising test case for distinguishing effects of sign languages from
effects of bimodality. Broadening our focus from bilingualism to multilingual-
ism also opens the door to complex new types of blending and switching that
have not been considered before, presenting challenging but valuable opportu-
nities to refine theoretical models that account for language mixing.

The study of multilingual signers’ linguistic development benefits immensely
from the current explosion of research on translanguaging and heritage lan-
guages. Both disciplines advocate a highly individualized, nuanced view of lan-
guage acquisition in which a language does not need to be fully mastered before
it can be considered an active part of an individual’s multilingual repertoire.
Language mixing is viewed not as a sign of disorder but as a natural consequence
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of multilingualism, and in some cases, even a mark of linguistic prowess. This
perspective is especially validating for users of vulnerable minority languages
with limited recognition, a category that still includes all sign languages. At the
same time, ongoing research of K/Codas and DDCI as heritage signers can foster
development of resources tailored to the distinct needs of heritage signers (e.g.,
special heritage signer schools or sign language curricula), thereby supporting
continued development of their sign language skills.

Finally, recognizing the multilingual nature of signing communities has
many important practical applications, too. Professionals in the fields of inter-
pretation, education, speech-language pathology, etc. currently operate accord-
ing to models that greatly underestimate, or worse, disregard the linguistic
diversity of the signing communities they serve. This approach undermines the
effectiveness of their services and perpetuates a system of social inequality that
privileges those who have access to majority languages. Committing to system-
atic study of multilingual signers is to finally acknowledge their existence, a
move that will greatly enrich both the scientific community and signing com-
munities everywhere.
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Suzanne Quay and Sarah Chevalier

10 Fostering Multilingualism in Childhood

10.1 Introduction

The use of two or more languages and language choice within the home has
increasingly been framed within the field of family language policy (FLP; see
Chapter 11, this volume, for further discussion). Most parents, however, do not
consciously set out to raise multilingual children but do so due to personal cir-
cumstances and the political and sociolinguistic environments where they live
(Caldas 2012). If parents do have a particular FLP, it is often not founded on
empirical research, contrary to the expectations of King and Fogle (2006). The
parents they interviewed who strategically planned language outcomes for
their children did so based on information from the popular press, the experi-
ences of other extended family members or friends, and especially, on their
own personal experiences with languages rather than on academic research.
Barron-Hauwaert (2004) also found that most parents in her study consulted
bilingual advice books that were not necessarily empirically-based sources to
inform their child-rearing practices. This chapter focuses on what data-driven
research (as discussed in Quay 2011a) can tell us about the processes and chal-
lenges involved in raising young children with two or more languages before
they enter formal education at age five. Once children start attending school,
teachers and peers tend to have a stronger influence on children’s language
choice (see also Chapter 12, this volume). But before then, parents have a cer-
tain amount of control over their children’s language development through
caregiver-child interactions and particular discourse patterns that ensure ade-
quate exposure to input from different languages. This chapter discusses, in ad-
dition, research on the role played by other family members like siblings and
grandparents, as well as others in their community. A further exploration of
socio-political, cultural, contextual and child-internal (e.g., personality) factors
can reveal how such factors affect the variability children display in multilin-
gual attainment.
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10.2 Parental language choice in the early years

Parents’ influence on language development starts with their own language rep-
ertoires, which may consist of one or more native languages, as well as lan-
guages acquired later in life. Parents may or may not have mastered the majority
language, and may want or need to use a lingua franca as their couple language.
Braun and Cline (2014) interviewed 35 trilingual families in England and 35 in
Germany. They found three main types of parents where: (1) each parent has a
different mother tongue, with neither speaking the societal language natively;
(2) one or both are bilingual, with the societal language possibly being one of
their languages; and (3) one or both are trilingual, again with the societal lan-
guage possibly being one of their languages. This study found that the first type
of parents, with different native languages that were not the same as the societal
language, were more successful at raising trilingual children than the bilingual
(type 2) and trilingual (type 3) parents, many of whom had the societal language
in their repertoire. Thus, if the majority language is less likely to be spoken in the
home, a child is more likely to acquire the minority languages of the parents.

Without a doubt, most parents of potentially multilingual children are
faced with language choices; these may appear to be self-evident for some and
less so for others. For example, it was obvious for a Swedish-American couple
living in German-speaking Switzerland that each parent should speak their one
and only native language to their children (Chevalier 2015; type 1 parents as
above). However, for a couple consisting of a Polish-Swiss mother and an
Egyptian father, also living in German-speaking Switzerland, this choice was
not obvious at all. Since English was their only shared language, they not only
communicated in English with each other, but also with their son (Chevalier
2016). Thus, decisions concerning which languages to use from parental reper-
toires play a crucial role in a child’s multilingual language development.

10.2.1 The OPOL approach

A common choice of parents is to follow the “one person one language” (OPOL)
approach, as in the example of the Swedish-American family above. In the fifteen
studies of trilingualism reviewed in Chevalier (2015), it could be seen that the
children whose parents followed OPOL were more likely to become actively mul-
tilingual than those whose parents did not. When OPOL was not followed, usu-
ally the societal language took over and the children stopped speaking one or
more parental languages. Braun and Cline (2010) found that an important factor
in the success of maintaining OPOL in trilingual families was whether parents
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had one different native language from each other or not, which was also differ-
ent from the societal language (i.e. type 1 as described earlier). They found that
among 24 such families, 19 were able to maintain the strategy of OPOL. However,
in the other 46 families, in which one or both parents were bi- or multilingual
(whether their native languages included the societal language or not), only
three families managed to maintain OPOL. In all the other cases, the societal lan-
guage was used partially or fully (Braun and Cline 2010: 119, Table 6).

While the strategy of each parent consistently speaking his/her native lan-
guage to the child can play an important role in fostering the minority languages,
this does not mean OPOL will automatically result in active multilingualism.
Depending on other factors, such as the interactional style of the parents (see
section 10.2.3), which may not provide children with adequate exposure or re-
quire them to speak in a minority language, OPOL may only lead to receptive
multilingualism (e.g., Chevalier 2015; Döpke 1992; Quay 2001). On the other
hand, more flexible language input patterns than OPOL can also result in active
multilingualism (see sections 10.2.2 and 10.4).

10.2.2 Other parental language use patterns in the home

In De Houwer’s (2004) large-scale survey in Flanders of 244 trilingual families,
various input patterns were correlated with active versus passive trilingualism.
In these families, the primary-school aged children had bilingual exposure to
two minority languages in the home (although in some families the societal lan-
guage, Dutch, was also spoken). Forty-two percent of the children in the survey
were considered to be actively trilingual by parents who indicated that their chil-
dren spoke the two minority languages at home (all the children would also have
spoken Dutch in school). Of relevance is the finding that when both parents
spoke the same two minority languages at home, the children had almost an
equally good chance of becoming actively trilingual as not. Thus, we see that a
non-OPOL strategy (when both parents speak the same two minority languages X
and Y) also has a reasonable chance of resulting in active multilingualism. De
Houwer (2004: 132) speculates that this situation gives children “more balanced
and varied opportunities to learn and use these languages than children whose
parents speak different languages”; moreover, parents who speak the same two
languages may “project a more similar linguistic identity than those who do
not,” which may in turn encourage the use of the home languages.

Hélot (1988) reports on two trilingual families in Ireland where neither fol-
lowed OPOL, but both had actively trilingual children. In both families, French
was the mother’s native language and Irish the father’s. In Family 1, the parental
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input patterns and the children’s language choices changed according to loca-
tion. In Dublin, where they lived, the mother spoke to the children in French and
occasionally English, while the father addressed the children mainly in English
and sometimes in Irish. The children attended an English-medium school. The
parents spoke mainly English to each other, and the children spoke mainly
English to both parents. In France, however, when the family visited the child-
ren’s grandparents, the children spoke to their mother in French. During summer
in the Gaeltacht, the father spoke Irish rather than English to his children, who
in turn responded to him in Irish. There being no English exposure at all, the
children also responded to their mother in French, and spoke both Irish and
French to each other. Thus, in the case of this family, mainly receptive multilin-
gualism in one location turned into productive multilingualism in different lan-
guage environments. In Family 2, French was the home language, spoken by
both parents as well as the siblings among themselves. Since the family had
opted for Irish-medium schooling, Irish and English were automatically taken
care of by the environment.

Curdt-Christiansen (2009) also found that the external environment can pro-
vide input for additional languages to flourish in her qualitative study of ten
Chinese immigrant families in Montreal. The parents in all ten families spoke
Chinese in the home but they raised French-English-Chinese trilingual children
in a French-speaking province of Canada, a country where English is a majority
and prestigious language. Dagenais (2003) also reports on how parents in 12 im-
migrant families with diverse origins were raising multilingual children in
Vancouver in an English-speaking province of Canada by choosing to enroll their
children in French immersion schools. All families spoke English and one or
more home languages such as Spanish, French, Mandarin, Cantonese, Korean,
Punjabi, Gujarati, Urdu and Hindi. Their children, with the addition of French at
school in officially bilingual Canada, could thus gain another language as capi-
tal. These families, according to Dagenais, ultimately saw multilingualism as an
investment with economic benefits in the future for their children and used their
environment to take advantage of this possibility.

In another Canadian study, Slavkov (2017) found 42% (coincidentally, the
same percentage as De Houwer 2004) of the children he surveyed in Ontario,
Canada, to be active multilinguals out of the 170 exposed to English (majority
language), French (minority language), and numerous other languages spoken
by immigrant or indigenous residents. His results on actively multilingual chil-
dren are from two types of families: (1) where two family members speak two dif-
ferent minority languages at home, and (2) when both parents speak one
heritage language (not French) at home while their children attend French
immersion or Francophone schools and are exposed to English from the social
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environment or within French immersion programs. Slavkov (2017: 385) points
out that “heritage language speaking families seem to have an advantage be-
cause their children have a chance of becoming multilingual if they add both of
Canada’s official languages to the language already spoken at home,” as earlier
found by Curdt-Christiansen (2009) and Dagenais (2003). His survey revealed
that the likelihood of children becoming multilingual is also due to parental com-
munication in a minority language. He states that the choice of the language of
communication between parents is an opportunity to provide extra input and
potential modeling of home languages for children. The choice of French as the
language of schooling for children also contributes to positive multilingual out-
comes in the Canadian setting. In addition, Ontario, unlike other Canadian prov-
inces, subsidizes heritage-language programs held on weekends that contribute
to children’s success in becoming active multilinguals. Slavkov (2017: 392) ex-
plains that “parents who send their children to such classes on weekends” and
“enrol their children in French programmes for the regular weekday schooling”
demonstrate positive attitudes and commitment to multilingualism that in itself
contributes to their children’s positive outcomes. This study concludes that
“Heritage language through FLP, French-language instruction as a school choice,
and English through community interactions (and also at school since English
classes are included in all French medium instruction)” (Slavkov 2017: 394) can
strategically increase multilingual outcomes in Canada.

10.2.3 Parental discourse styles

Considerable evidence exists showing that parental discourse styles have an
impact on children’s multilingual language acquisition. Lanza (2007) describes
her concept of a continuum of parental discourse strategies, a tool with which
to analyze how parent-child interactions in bilingual families foster, or prevent,
the development of a child’s two languages. She demonstrates that parents can
create a context in which a child is socialized into speaking the parental lan-
guage (or not) by how parents respond when their child uses a language not
being used by the parent.

In the following, we briefly outline Lanza’s (2007) five parental discourse
strategies, from the most to the least constraining. When a child uses the non-
parental language, a parent may attempt to get the child to speak their lan-
guage by indicating a lack of comprehension of the child’s utterance (“minimal
grasp”). Alternatively, a parent may reformulate the utterance in the parental
language in a questioning tone (“expressed guess”), so the child has to confirm
(or disconfirm). While an expressed guess shows to the child that the parent
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has understood (thus indicating that it is possible for the child to speak the
non-parental language and be understood), the repair sequence nevertheless
hinders the flow of conversation. The child must answer a question about lan-
guage (and hopefully use this as a cue to change language as well) before the
topic can be pursued. In the middle of the continuum is “adult repetition”; here
the adult provides a translation in the parental language, but, unlike with the
expressed guess, the child does not have to confirm. Nevertheless, this strategy
provides the child with the appropriate vocabulary, and children sometimes
also repeat the vocabulary given (Chevalier 2015; Lanza 2007). By contrast, a
child will not feel constrained to speak the parental language if the parent
responds to the use of another language by “moving on” – that is, by simply
continuing the conversation; indeed, if moving on is the usual response to the
non-use of a parental language, then “dual-lingual” interactions, in which par-
ties speak different languages to each other, may become the norm (discussed
further in section 10.4). The strongest signal to a child that he/she does not
need to speak the parental language is when the parent actually switches to the
language the child has been using (“code-switching”).

The value of this discourse continuum has been attested in explaining bi-
lingual (e.g. Juan-Garau and Pérez-Vidal 2001; Kasuya 1998; Lanza [1997] 2004;
Mishina-Mori 2011) as well as trilingual (e.g. Chevalier 2015; Montanari 2009;
Nibun and Wigglesworth 2014; Quay 2012) production in various studies. In
Chevalier (2015), for example, the use of these parental discourse strategies is
the most important explanation for one child’s production of her aunt’s lan-
guage compared to her lack of production of her paternal language. When the
child, Lina (aged 2;1–3;1), spoke the societal language, Swiss German, to her
French-speaking father, the most common response of the father was simply to
carry on with the conversation (“move on”). On the other hand, when Lina
spoke Swiss German to her American aunt, the aunt often supplied her with the
English vocabulary (“adult repetition”) or, if the aunt believed the child already
knew the word, indicated that Lina should produce English by asking “what?”
(“minimal grasp”), or simply telling the child to translate.

Although the trilingual mothers in Quay (2012) both used similar discourse
strategies that encouraged their children between ages 1;1 and 2;1 to use the
societal language, Japanese, in the home context (more “move on” than the
other strategies and some “code-switching”), the outcome was notably different
for their respective child. In one family, the child, Xiaoxiao, who heard Chinese
from her mother, English from her father and Japanese at a community-based
daycare center she entered at age 0;5, became an active trilingual. In the other
family, the child, Freddy, exposed to English from his mother, German from
his father and Japanese at daycare from age 0;11, was a passive or receptive
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trilingual speaking mainly Japanese (“active” versus “passive” pertains here to
two children who are in the early stages of developing their languages and
does not signify an endpoint to their (in)ability to produce the three languages
they heard). The implication of Xiaoxiao’s case is that parental discourse strate-
gies encouraging bilingual contexts in the home do not necessarily prevent ac-
tive multilingualism. Although many studies have found parental discourse
strategies to be important in fostering active bi- and trilingualism, there are
other variables that might be at play, for example, individual child factors such
as gender, personality, language aptitude, and preference as well as family dy-
namics (discussed further in 10.4).

An example of parents adapting their discourse strategies according to the
extent to which they believe a child is capable of producing a minority language
can be seen in Juan-Garau and Pérez-Vidal (2001). The family in this study lived
in Spain; the mother spoke Catalan to their son, Andreu, and the father English.
Until Andreu was three years old, the father mainly made use of the “move on”
strategy, but also provided vocabulary via “adult repetition”. Around age three,
the father felt Andreu had enough knowledge of English to produce it more. He
used a very child-friendly and effective way to insist on English, by making use
of two puppets that, he told the three-year-old, could only understand English
(“minimal grasp” strategy). Andreu’s production of English with his father
showed a considerable increase from this period on.

It can be seen that if children do not feel constrained to use a particular lan-
guage by their adult interlocutors, they may well produce (more of) the language
they are strongest in (usually the societal one, as Lina and Freddy did) to the det-
riment of their other language(s). However, depending on other factors, a lack of
constraint does not necessarily mean that multilingualism will not develop, as
seen with Xiaoxiao. Insisting strategies can moreover be introduced at a later
stage, and in a highly sensitive manner, as shown by the father of Andreu.

10.3 Quantity of input

In the case of a child being raised multilingually, there are two main issues con-
cerning the quantity of parental/caregiver input. One is the minimum amount of
input in any single language needed to acquire it, and the other is how the pro-
portion of input in the different languages affects multilingual development.

Concerning the minimum quantity of input, evidence from Quay (2008: 30)
reveals that minority language input of only one-fifth of the total language
input can result in “the development and maintenance of [. . .] skills” in that
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language. As described previously, Xiaoxiao (1;10–2;4) was growing up with
Chinese (maternal language), English (paternal language) and Japanese (socie-
tal language). Her parents estimated that Xiaoxiao was exposed to English max-
imally only 20% of the time. Further, her father did not insist on the child
speaking English, but accepted her utterances in all three languages. Despite
these circumstances, Xiaoxiao spoke more English with her father than any
other language (45% of her utterances). This, however, does not imply that
one-fifth of total language input in a particular language is adequate for long-
term active trilingualism for a general population, as this is a case study of one
child until age 2;4 only. The factors that may have influenced Xiaoxiao’s pro-
duction of English are the close relationship shared by father and daughter, as
well as the sociable and accommodating nature of the child (Quay 2008: 30).
The fact that English was the main language of communication between the pa-
rents may also have played a role (cf. Slavkov 2017 in section 10.2.2 on the im-
portance of parents’ use of a minority language with each other).

A similar situation can be observed in Chevalier (2015) with Elliot (2;1–3;1),
who was being raised in French-speaking Switzerland with French (daycare),
English (maternal language) and Swiss German (paternal language). The father
worked in another part of the country and was only at home on weekends (al-
though the Swiss German-speaking grandmother visited for several days once a
month). Exposure to Swiss German was thus not daily and was considerably less
than exposure to his other two languages. Nevertheless, Elliot produced Swiss
German with his father most of the time (92% of utterances, excluding incompre-
hensible and mixed utterances). Reasons can be found in the father’s lively and
didactic style of interaction (as pointed out also by Döpke 1992 regarding how
interactional styles are related to language maintenance) and reinforcement from
the paternal grandmother and other Swiss German speakers. While Elliot’s Swiss
German was not of the same level of proficiency as his English and French, he
did use it addressee-appropriately. Thus, it can be seen that a language can be
acquired even with a relatively small proportion of input as long as other sup-
porting factors exist.

With regard to the overall proportion of input in different languages, it can
be observed that children growing up multilingually are rarely exposed to their
different languages equally. While balanced input is not necessary for multilin-
gual language acquisition, a large proportion of input in the majority language is
also not conducive to the development of the other languages. Thus Elliot, who
had more exposure to his mother’s language (English) than to the majority lan-
guage (French), was an active trilingual while Lina, who had considerable expo-
sure to the majority language both inside and outside the home, was not
(Chevalier 2015). Indeed, as discussed in section 10.2, the lack of parental talk in
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the majority language at home has been attested as an important factor in chil-
dren becoming actively multilingual. In De Houwer’s (2004) survey, among those
families in which the societal language was not spoken by parents at home,
three-quarters of the children were actively trilingual. Keeping the majority lan-
guage out of the home means a greater proportion of exposure to the minority
languages and correlates with a greater likelihood of active multilingualism.

10.4 Other factors affecting language outcome in
the home

As discussed thus far, children experience differences in language input de-
pending on parental language use patterns, socio-interactional strategies and
the relative and absolute frequencies of input for each language (see also
Unsworth 2013). This leads to the variability we see in the degree of multilin-
gual abilities, with stronger and weaker languages in children’s linguistic
repertoires.

Besides child-external factors, child-internal factors also contribute to in-
dividual variation in multilingual development. Factors such as language apti-
tude, gender and personality – typically discussed in the context of second
language (L2) acquisition – as well as preference can lead to different language
outcomes for children exposed to multiple languages. Through a battery of
tests in English, Paradis (2011) found memory and analytic reasoning compo-
nents of language aptitude to be a major source of individual differences in
minority language children acquiring English as an L2 in Canada, as was
found in previous research on other child L2 populations. A striking finding of
her study was that child-internal factors pertaining to language aptitude such
as “cognitive maturity, verbal working memory, analytic reasoning and the
presence of an established linguistic system” (Paradis 2011: 233) had a larger
impact on the variance of individual outcome than child-external factors like
input quality and quantity.

The literature on gender differences in language development indicates
that girls tend to acquire language more rapidly than boys in the first two years
of life but that child sex as an influential factor on language development less-
ens considerably during the preschool years (Barbu et al. 2015 for a review).
Personality differences can also have an impact, as a child who is sociable and
eager to please others (as Xiaoxiao in Quay 2008) is more likely to accommo-
date to the language used by interlocutors than a child who is strong-willed,
self-motivated and inner-directed.
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Children’s preference and choice of the dominant language (as Freddy did
in Quay 2001), on the other hand, can lead to dual-lingual practices as de-
scribed by Nakamura (2018). Smith-Christmas (2016) believes that caregivers
who participate in such dual-lingual interactions are following a “stand-your-
ground” approach to their children’s receptive bilingualism. She gives the ex-
ample of a grandmother in a Gaelic-speaking family who continued to speak
Gaelic to her grandson, David, who only responded in English, and would not
code-switch even when the child requested her to do so. David and others like
him may be content to be passive bilinguals speaking only one of their lan-
guages since communication difficulties do not arise in this dual-lingual con-
text (cf. Nakamura 2018). As argued in Quay (2001), passive bi/trilingual
children have the potential for active multilingualism later in life. Smith-
Christmas (2016) reports that even David, who participated in predominantly
dual-lingual conversations where he spoke mainly English, did produce utter-
ances in Gaelic when it served his purpose to obtain something he wanted, to
get someone’s attention or to mitigate an argument or admonishment.

Although the literature suggests that it is important for parents and care-
givers not to give up speaking a home language in spite of children’s resistance
to responding in that same language, De Houwer (2015) has argued that such
dual-lingual interactions may not reflect “harmonious” bilingual development –
that is, the use of two (or more) languages is no longer a positive experience for
the family – and may lead instead to parents feeling guilty, embarrassed or hav-
ing a sense of failure regarding their children’s passive bilingualism. According
to De Houwer (2017), this is a threat to their socio-emotional well-being.
Kopeliovich (2013) describes the Russian-Hebrew development of four siblings
from birth to late childhood and reports that the parents felt they had to accom-
modate their children’s language preference with the birth of each child for the
sake of family harmony (to be “happylingual”). The parents changed their policy
of using only Russian in their home in Israel once the second child, three years
younger than the first, was born. With the birth of each sibling, the older ones
preferred to use Hebrew among themselves and to their younger siblings.

Oftentimes, children need to draw on their whole repertoires while their mul-
tilingual abilities emerge and even parents espousing the OPOL approach do not
always limit themselves to their chosen language to communicate with their chil-
dren. Danjo (2015) advocates flexible multilingual practices rather than the OPOL
approach. That is, she believes that parents do not need to view their own incon-
sistencies in adhering to their OPOL policy when they mix languages as a “fail-
ure” (and therefore, “non-harmonious” bilingual development) but as a useful
resource for multilingual childrearing from a much wider social perspective. Her
study explored the language practices of eight Japanese mothers married to
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English spouses in the United Kingdom who were following the OPOL approach
with their pre- and early-school age children (3;0–8;0). Three of the eight moth-
ers shifted from a strict OPOL practice to a more relaxed approach allowing for
multilingual practices which Danjo has termed “translingual”, where multilin-
gual speakers create and use the linguistic resources available to them according
to their purposes and intentions in socially situated contexts. Slavkov (2017: 387)
also found that 43% of 170 children exposed to two or more languages in his sur-
vey were exposed to a “Mixed” home language use model where at least one par-
ent did not adhere strictly to a single language when communicating with the
child. Unfortunately, he does not indicate how many of these children were suc-
cessful at becoming active multilinguals among the 42% who did.

Such strategic and creative employment of linguistic resources by parents
who accept this practice undermines, according to Danjo, the monolingualist
dogmas that OPOL is reliant on (that is, the strict separation of two or more
“named” languages and the attribution of each “language” to different parental
roles). “Translanguaging”, while encompassing “code-switching”, differs from
it by moving away from attention to the traditional concept of language as a
solid systemic unit to the use of a multilingual speaker’s full linguistic reper-
toire beyond the socially and politically defined boundaries of named lan-
guages (see García and Li 2014; also Chapter 7, this volume, for more about
translanguaging). In a family home context, family members are constantly
negotiating their language use. The children in these situations, according to
Gyogi (2015), are exercising their “agency” when they contest, negotiate or re-
define their mothers’ monolingual practices through their own flexible use of
two home languages (see also Chapter 11, this volume). One example of the dif-
ficulties of language separation from Danjo’s data involves the use of English
loan words in Japanese (i.e., katakana pronunciation when foreign words are
pronounced according to the Japanese phonological system) by a four-year-old
boy, Ken, with his mother. Although there is no plural ending in Japanese as in
English, the boy refers to aisukurimuzu for “ice creams” (bold indicates the plu-
ral ending) instead of aisukurimu. His mother not only repeats his utterance
without correcting him but also goes on to create her own katakana pronuncia-
tion for “cake” as keiku instead of the usual keiki (Danjo 2015: 193–195). These
two examples are typical of translingual practices because they show a combi-
nation of features from both languages that defies separation into two separate
languages. One interesting point that Danjo (2015: 200) raises is that a shift
from “pretended monolingualism” by the Japanese mothers who were follow-
ing strictly the OPOL approach allowed them to challenge the idea that lan-
guage should always be taught by native speakers, presenting themselves
instead as models of multilinguals.
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While these practices may promote harmonious development, whether
they foster or prevent active multilingualism is unclear from studies like Danjo
(2015), Gyogi (2015) and Slavkov (2017). It does appear, though, that while
OPOL and strict language separation are common and useful early on because
they help children to acquire more than one language, once children are older
and proficient in all their languages, it becomes less of an issue to use translan-
guaging since switching languages when one is proficient in all of them would
not prevent active multilingualism and does ensure harmonious multilingual
development.

10.5 Diversity of language contact and exposure

10.5.1 Interactions with other family members

Parents are not the only ones who can provide language input and affect multi-
lingual childrearing. Fukuda (2017) found that the OPOL strategy only worked
when parents had a single child, but not when they had more than one child. In
sibling communication, 55% of the 36 children in her study communicated with
their siblings in both the home language (Japanese) and the school/societal lan-
guage (Catalan) while the rest used just the societal language. Older siblings
tend to bring the societal language into the home. Bridges and Hoff (2014) report
that older siblings used the societal language to talk to toddlers under age 2;6 in
the United States. Thus, toddlers with older school-aged siblings became more
advanced in the societal language, English, while those without such siblings
were more advanced in the home language, Spanish. The presence of school-
aged older siblings also increased the mothers’ use of the societal language with
their toddlers. In contrast, Kennedy and Romo (2013) describe a case where the
parents were successful in explicitly asking an older child to help transmit the
minority language to a younger sibling.

Braun (2012) found that monolingual grandparents in families where the
mother and father each spoke a different minority language (type 1) were more
successful than bilingual grandparents (in types 2 and 3 families, as defined in
section 10.2) in helping to pass on their native languages and cultures to grand-
children. Bilingual grandparents tended not to provide the minority language
support expected by parents raising multilingual children because they would
choose to use the more prestigious societal language (particularly English).
Nevertheless, grandparents can be important minority language resources as in
Montanari’s (2009) study of the language development of a young child growing
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up with Tagalog, Spanish and English in the United States. The child’s maternal
grandparents supplemented her exposure to Tagalog from her mother while her
paternal grandmother provided additional Spanish input with her father, thus
supporting both home languages. In a study of a preschooler, Quay (2013) further
shows how a code-switching grandmother helped her grandson between ages
three and five to shift dominance from the home language, Chinese, to the socie-
tal language, English, in preparation for formal schooling in the Canadian con-
text. In this case, the grandmother decided not to follow the parents’ FLP to
expose the child mainly to the home language before the start of school because
she feared that her grandson would be at a disadvantage when he entered kin-
dergarten. The grandparents in these studies all had an impact on their grand-
children’s multilingualism, either by fostering it as in Montanari (2009) or not
doing so, as exemplified by the bilingual grandparents who decided not to follow
parents’ FLPs in Braun (2012) and Quay (2013) (see also Chapter 11, this volume,
on digitally mediated transnational communication with grandparents).

10.5.2 Communities of practice

The larger speech community outside the home (Quay 2011b) also affects lan-
guage use as children can invite more input in the societal language by using it
more often themselves. Similarly, the language environment of the child outside
the family can also indirectly influence parental language use. Prevoo et al.
(2011) showed that Turkish immigrant mothers in the Netherlands increased their
use of Dutch while addressing their toddlers when these children began attend-
ing a playgroup or daycare center, especially when the families lived in predomi-
nantly Dutch neighborhoods. As environmental contacts and children’s own
language preferences have a strong impact on parental language, Prevoo et al.
(2011: 574) warn that parents need to be made aware of this finding to “find an
appropriate balance between the use of the ethnic and the host language”.

Studies in which children became actively bi/multilingual attest to the im-
portance of the children having a variety of contacts in the minority language
(s). Exposure to different minority language interlocutors is the main focus of
an investigation of Japanese heritage language maintenance in Australia.
Oriyama (2016: 291) examines the extent to which membership in a “heritage
language community of practice” is influential on heritage language mainte-
nance. She defines such communities as:

socially and closely networked H[eritage] L[anguage] groups with common ideology: val-
ues, attitudes, norms, knowledge, and goals (e.g., HL development and maintenance,
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pursuing interest in HL culture) who regularly and actively contribute to, and engage in,
shared practices and learning to achieve their goals, often through HL community schools
and associations.

She compared two groups of five Japanese-English bilingual children who at-
tended a weekend Japanese school. The families of one group matched the cri-
teria of a “heritage language community of practice”, the mothers sharing
resources and their children becoming friends and participating in various ac-
tivities together, all the while communicating in Japanese. The families of
the second group did not meet beyond the weekend school, and their children
communicated with each other in English. All the children of the first group
still communicated with their parents in Japanese as adults, while three of
those in the second group had shifted to English (despite high maintenance of
Japanese on the part of the Japanese-speaking parents).

In Chevalier (2015), one child, Elliot, became actively trilingual while the
other child, Lina, did not. While living in French-speaking Switzerland with his
English mother and German Swiss father, Elliot had a variety of contacts in
Swiss German – not only his paternal grandmother, a regular babysitter with
whom he frequently spent holidays in German-speaking Switzerland without
his parents, but also his father’s Swiss German-speaking friends. Many of his
parents’ friends also spoke English, as did people in their expatriate neighbor-
hood. His older brother attended an international school, and Elliot was there-
fore aware that entire communities of Swiss German and English speakers
existed. Since some of the people were close family members, friends or neigh-
bors with whom he interacted regularly, he would have felt part of these com-
munities. Lina, however, did not belong to a community of speakers in either of
her minority languages and was highly dominant in Swiss German, using this
language with her English-speaking aunt about half of the time and with her
French-speaking father most of the time. In contrast, throughout the study,
Elliot spoke all three languages addressee-appropriately.

Just as heritage language communities within the country of residence pos-
itively influence the maintenance of minority languages, actually spending
time in the heritage country also plays an important role (Festman, Poarch, and
Dewaele 2017; Kazzazi 2011). Dewaele, whose daughter was growing up in
London with Belgian parents (Dutch-speaking mother, French-speaking father),
writes that on holidays in Belgium, Livia had exposure to other native speakers
of Dutch and French, both family members and friends. The children she
played with were generally monolingual speakers of Dutch; in this environ-
ment, the child managed to avoid her usual code-switching into English and
produce only Dutch. Kazzazi (2011: 69), whose son was being raised trilingually
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in Germany, attributes the child’s greater linguistic development in Farsi (pater-
nal language) compared to English (maternal language) to “strong[er] input
through regular longer visits to Iran and frequent contact with a social network
of Iranian friends and family in Germany” (the extended family as a “commu-
nity of practice” is discussed further in Chapter 11, this volume). Thus, we see
that a variety of contacts in a minority language, and especially children being
made to feel that they belong to a community of speakers of that language, sup-
ports multilingual development.

10.5.3 The role of media and literacy

Spontaneous, unmediated speech is not the only means by which small children
experience language. Many young children are further exposed to language
through electronic media (radio, television, internet) and printed sources (books
read aloud to them), which also increases the quality of their input. Bellay (2016)
investigated the influence of songs, rhymes, stories and children’s television in
the language production of four siblings acquiring French and English simulta-
neously. She postulates that such input is particularly important for the acquisi-
tion of the minority language, since it provides a rich source of linguistic
material from which children can acquire greater knowledge of that language.
The study provides evidence of how children make considerable use of vocabu-
lary and phrases from “musical, audio-visual, poetic and narrative input” (Bellay
2016: 149), language forms to which they are not necessarily exposed in conver-
sation with their parents. Nevertheless, Slavkov (2017: 389) found that in spite of
parental focus on minority language maintenance, “126 (79%) of the children
who watch TV or play video games do so either exclusively or primarily in [the
majority language] English,” which may in part explain why multilingual child-
rearing is not always successful despite parents’ best efforts.

For the later development of literacy skills, pre-literacy practices such as
joint storybook reading in the early years have been found to be an influential
form of language exposure (Wood 2002). Literacy skills in the minority lan-
guages, in turn, play a role in the development and maintenance of these lan-
guages more generally. In Oriyama’s (2016) study described above, the mothers
in the first group did not just rely on the community school to teach literacy
skills. Rather, individual parents fostered literacy in various ways, for example,
teaching a child the number of kanji (Chinese characters) needed to read a
newspaper or reading to a child daily in Japanese. This resulted in their bilin-
gual children growing up in Australia using Japanese for private reading.
Slavkov (2017), however, found that although the families in Canada were
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strongly committed to minority language transmission and maintenance, more
parents read to their children in English only or mainly (N=90) than in a minor-
ity language (N=65). Such practices can undoubtedly hamper multilingual out-
comes as Slavkov (2017: 391) found that the “presence of some reading or
writing skills in a minority language strongly increased the probability (91%) of
a child being multilingual, as compared to a child acquiring literacy only in the
majority language” (probability percentage from logistic regression models
done in that study).

10.6 Societal attitudes

Inevitably, young children are also exposed to and affected by socio-political
factors. In the early years, it is their parents who may be influenced by societal
attitudes towards particular languages. Nevertheless, children soon become
aware of the value of certain languages over others when they participate more
in the community outside their home (Quay 2011b). As already suggested in the
discussion of bilingual grandparents who did not comply with parental lan-
guage policies, the status of a language is an important variable in whether or
not the language is transmitted to the next generation. This is true both for
entire communities (e.g., Ferguson 2006) as well as for individual families
(Chevalier 2016). When parents and grandparents do use their heritage lan-
guages, the task of fostering them may be easier or more difficult depending on
the status of these languages.

10.6.1 The hegemony of English

The particular position of English today often plays a role for parents in multi-
lingual families, even among those who neither live in anglophone countries
nor speak English as a native language. Yamamoto (2008) compared language
use and perceptions of bilingualism in 118 Japanese-English (i.e., anglophone)
and 34 Japanese-Filipino bilingual families in Japan. The most common pattern
for non-Japanese parents whose native language was English and their children
was the exclusive use of English, whereas for the Filipino parents and children,
it was Japanese. With respect to perceptions of bilingualism, Yamamoto found
notable differences between the two groups. Among the parents in the
Japanese-English set, almost all felt that their bilingualism was perceived very
or somewhat positively. However, among the Japanese-Filipino set, less than
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half of the respondents thought that their bilingualism was perceived so posi-
tively. One Japanese-Filipino respondent laments: “I think only English has a
good impression to the Japanese” (Yamamoto 2008: 143).

A further consequence of the global prestige of English is that the mainte-
nance of a minority language in an anglophone country can be challenging.
Braun and Cline (2014) observed that parents seemed to find it harder to maintain
trilingualism in England than in Germany. Among the families in England, young
children were often sent to nurseries or playgroups in order to acquire English if it
was not used in the home. Consequently, many children began to prefer speaking
English, “even to their parents” (Braun and Cline 2014: 91). In Germany, 20 out of
the 35 families sent their children to international nurseries or schools with
English medium instruction (Braun and Cline 2010) because of the perceived eco-
nomic value of English. In this situation, a trilingual upbringing may only be the
outcome of parents adding non-native English via the choice of a bilingual or
English language pre-school or school (Braun and Cline 2014; Chevalier 2016).

Further evidence of the importance of English in multilingual families is that
English is frequently chosen as a lingua franca among mixed-language couples
without a common native language. The consequence of parents’ speaking
English primarily or exclusively to each other when it is the majority language,
however, is the lower chance of raising multilingual children (Slavkov 2017). In
addition, in parent-child interactions, sometimes one or more native languages
are dropped in favor of English (Chevalier 2016; Yamamoto 2008). In Chevalier’s
(2016) study of 35 multilingual families in Switzerland, two bilingual mothers
chose not to speak either of their native languages (Swiss German-Italian and
Swiss German-Polish) to their children but opted for English instead.

Nevertheless, research shows that for parents with an “impact belief”, namely
a belief “that the language environment matters and can be manipulated” (De
Houwer 2009: 96), it is possible to counter the hegemony of English. For example,
Silva-Corvalàn (2014: 30) reports on a bilingual English-Spanish family in
California where Spanish tends to have low prestige, but where Spanish was “val-
ued and respected” (2014: 30) in the family itself. The children developed a posi-
tive attitude towards the language despite the higher status of English.

10.6.2 The status or prestige of languages

Fukuda (2017) explored language use in Catalonia where two languages of dif-
ferent status, Catalan and Spanish, exist in a bilingual society. She focused on
29 cross-linguistic couples with one Japanese spouse to determine how they
were able to maintain the socially “weaker” language, Catalan, along with a
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minority language, Japanese, in the face of the prestigious language, Spanish.
Although she found that parents communicated with each other in Spanish and
that the Japanese spouse was more likely to use Japanese and Spanish with their
children, such use of Spanish did not affect the use of the two minority languages,
Japanese and Catalan, at home – that is, children still used predominantly
Japanese with the Japanese-speaking parent and Catalan with the Catalan-
speaking parent (note, though, that the data were collected through parental self-
reports rather than empirically). She attributes this finding to three factors: (1) the
acceptance of Spanish as the dominant language of the country, and because
Catalonia is a bilingual society, the resulting attitude of the families that three lan-
guages can coexist in their daily life; (2) the parents’ “generous attitude towards
children’s use of the local language with heritage language parents” (Fukuda
2017: 415); and (3) the association of the minority language, Japanese, with eco-
nomic power as well as cultural trendiness, resulting in a positive attitude that
helps it “survive the complex reality of Catalonia” (Fukuda 2017: 415).

In sum, raising actively multilingual children can be more challenging
when the children are acquiring languages that are not highly valued in soci-
ety. The importance of this factor should not be underestimated.

10.7 Conclusion and future research

In summary, a certain level of success in raising multilingual children has
been found in three different contexts: (1) when parents each choose to use a
different native language at home with their children (OPOL), both of which
are different from the societal language, (2) when parents both use the same
two minority home languages at home and their children are exposed to a
third language in society, and (3) when they live in bilingual communities
supporting two societal languages and use another heritage language at
home (Section 10.2). For all three situations, multilingual outcomes are re-
lated to the quantity (10.3) and quality of input (parental discourse styles in
10.2). Quality of input can also be increased by exposing children to native-
speaking family and friends in the community or abroad, through reading
books and story-telling in different languages, and engaging in other media
like music and television (10.5). The research indicates that besides family be-
liefs and the social context, societal attitudes towards the status and benefits
of particular languages (10.6) greatly affect linguistic outcomes. These out-
comes are also dependent on child-internal factors – as seen in children’s
behavior or agency based on their experiences, linguistic opportunities,
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strengths and abilities – which have been found to be a major source of indi-
vidual variation in multilingual development (10.4).

When children start attending school, they tend to learn the majority lan-
guage, especially when it is also the school language; thus special attention
needs to be given to the quality and quantity of exposure to minority languages
at this time. Once parents have decided to raise multilingual children, they
must also find a balance between “harmonious” development and staying on
course with “impact beliefs” – a fine line to manage when children reject one
or more home languages in favor of a societal one.

Early successful multilingualism before children enter school and society is
no guarantee of later multilingualism when family-external influences on com-
munication and language learning become more prevalent. This is an unavoid-
able challenge that all parents must face. Some are able to overcome this
by choosing bilingual education options for their children. But as Barron-
Hauwaert (2004) found, most (92% of the 98 bilingual families in her study)
send their children to monolingual majority language schools. When bilingual
options are chosen, there is evidence of success. As Slavkov (2017) and others
before him have found in Canadian settings, children growing up with two or
more languages in Canada were more likely to develop as multilingual individ-
uals when their parents chose to send them to French language schools that
also provided majority language classes in English. In addition, families in
Ontario often took advantage of the availability of publicly funded heritage lan-
guage weekend classes not available in other Canadian provinces to ensure
literacy development in all languages.

The research reviewed shows that multilingual childrearing can be success-
ful although not for all families in spite of a strong desire to make it so. We
need more studies of different types of families in different environmental con-
texts, as mobility and “transnationalism” have become prevalent aspects of
21st century language contact. Besides the fact that one or more individuals in
families are now making transnational moves and leaving behind parts of the
nuclear and extended family (Hirsch and Lee 2018; Chapter 11, this volume),
Fogle and King (2017: 90) also point out that “transnational adoption, same-sex
parent families, single-parent families, and grandparents as primary caregiver”
are increasing in society and changing family structures. As most studies have
focused on child-external input factors (namely, parental and caregiver lan-
guage choices and discourse styles), more research is also needed on child-
internal factors – currently discussed mainly in the context of L2 acquisition
(Paradis 2011) rather than for child multilingualism. How do internal factors
such as personality, language aptitude and language preferences lead to vari-
able multilingual outcomes? How do they correlate with external factors?
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More studies focusing on families raising multilingual children are needed
to help us unpack the complex relationships between home, environmental, so-
cietal and individual child factors and the development and maintenance of
childhood multilingualism. Such research in the future can help us better
understand the different pathways in the route towards optimal multilingual
outcomes.
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Elizabeth Lanza and Kristin Vold Lexander

11 Family Language Practices in
Multilingual Transcultural Families

11.1 Introduction

With intensified transnational migration in recent years, raising children with
more than one language has become an increasingly widespread phenomenon
as people cross borders, integrate into new cultural and linguistic landscapes,
form intermarriages and partnerships, and create multilingual families (Curdt-
Christiansen and Lanza 2018b; Lanza and Li 2016). While this phenomenon is
relatively new in a European and North American context, in a global context,
such socio-cultural patterns are not, when we take southern experiences of mul-
tilingualism, mobility and diversity into account (cf. Comaroff and Comaroff
2012). The linguistic anthropological research on language socialization has in-
deed had a global reach in its investigations of how children are socialized in
and through language ever since the seminal works of Elinor Ochs and Bambi
Schieffelin (see the review in Ochs and Schieffelin 2011). However, the study of
multilingualism in the family has, despite earlier sociolinguistic contributions
(e.g., Döpke 1992, Lanza [1997] 2004), only come to the fore the past ten years
through the burgeoning field of family language policy (FLP), the aim of which
is to investigate language planning in relation to language use and literacy prac-
tices within home domains and among family members (King, Fogle and Logan-
Terry 2008). While not all studies targeting language practices in multilingual
transcultural families actually define themselves as studies of FLP, this ap-
proach has indeed been a catalyst promoting the sociolinguistic inquiry of fam-
ily language policies and practices in multilingual families, with the term
“family language policy” having been first used by Luykx (2003). FLP has in-
deed become an umbrella term for encompassing research on both interactional
language practices and more conscious language planning in multilingual trans-
cultural families.

Anchored in the field of language policy, the original focus in FLP was on
explicit and overt planning and the decision-making processes families undergo
in regards to language use in the home. Inspired by Spolsky’s (2003) model of
language policy, the focus has been on language ideologies, language practices
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and language management in the family. Spolsky (2012) himself refers to the
family as “the critical domain” of language policy. Various questions underlie
this enterprise of studying multilingual families’ language policy such as what
language conditions provide affordances and constraints for multilingual devel-
opment, and what measures parents should take to ensure desirable multilin-
gual outcomes. Explicit deliberate language planning strategies in the home are,
as pointed out by Curdt-Christiansen and Lanza (2018b: 124), “ . . . often moti-
vated by parents’ past experiences and future aspirations for their children’s
language development. They consist of various approaches that parents use to
enrich their children’s language experiences and their linguistic repertoires, in-
cluding the ‘one parent, one language’ (OPOL) strategy; one language on certain
days; minority language only at home (hot-house approach) and mixed lan-
guage strategies, or ‘translanguaging’ . . . ”. Hence policies play out in practices
(cf. Van Mensel 2018; see also Chapter 10, this volume). In line with contempo-
rary language policy research (cf. Hult and Johnson 2015), current approaches to
FLP also investigate implicit and covert aspects of language planning (Curdt-
Christiansen 2013), for example, underlying language ideologies, through the
study of family language practices in multilingual transcultural families. Indeed
what families say they do and what they actually do can be at odds (Curdt-
Christiansen 2016; Palviainen and Boyd 2013), and thus warrants investigation.
Such an approach can not only provide insights into language learning and use
but also to larger questions of heritage language maintenance and shift in multi-
lingual families and communities.

FLP builds ostensibly on previous scholarship. In an article on FLP and bi-
lingual parenting, King and Fogle (2013: 172) point out the links between stud-
ies of child language acquisition and early second language learning and
bilingualism with the field of language policy, emphasizing that “FLP examines
language policy in relation to language use and language choice within the
home among family members”. While more psycholinguistics-oriented investi-
gations of bilingualism have targeted what is referred to as “input” and its im-
pact on the child’s acquisition of more than one language (Lanza 2017), “the
emphasis of FLP is on the balance between and use of languages within the
family unit. Thus, FLP addresses child language learning and use as functions
of parental ideologies, decision-making and strategies concerning languages
and literacies, as well as the broader social and cultural context of family life”
(King and Fogle 2013: 172).

In this chapter, we discuss the state-of-the-art research on language practi-
ces in multilingual transcultural families in terms of multilingual families’ prac-
tices and ideologies, and how social and cultural contexts may impact on these
practices and policies. In the following, we first address various approaches to
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studying multilingual families and theoretical underpinnings or perspectives
involved in these approaches (section 11.2). Subsequently, we give an overview
of current studies of family language practices in multilingual transcultural
families, first with a focus on spoken interactions in the family (11.3). Given the
ever-increasing role of technology in communication, we then address digitally
mediated family interactions (11.4), an important aspect of FLP that is receiving
increasing attention in current research. Lastly (in 11.5), we conclude and pro-
pose directions for further research.

11.2 Theoretical perspectives in studying the
(multilingual) family

In any study of family language practices, an important question to address is
how one may define family. Studies of FLP have not just considered families as
households in which children learn more than one language; they also investi-
gate how families construct their identities and define themselves by and
through their linguistic practices (King and Lanza 2019b), and with digitally
mediated communication, the scope of “family” to be considered is indeed
quite large (see also Coetzee 2018; Ruby 2012 for the notion of family). Such a
social constructionist theoretical anchoring weighs heavily in current sociolin-
guistic scholarship addressing multilingual family language use. King (2016),
in her commentary to a special issue on multilingual transcultural families
(Lanza and Li 2016), highlights the turn in FLP studies to include a more di-
verse range of family types, languages, and contexts and points out the increas-
ing focus on globally dispersed, transnational, multilingual populations. This
opens up the way for understanding how multilingual transcultural families
construct their identities through language both locally and globally. Current
FLP research is highly influenced by two broad processes of change in more
recent approaches to sociolinguistic research on multilingualism, as articulated
by Martin-Jones and Martin (2017). These concern: (1) “broad epistemological
shifts in the field of sociolinguistics to ethnographic and critical approaches”;
and (2) “increasing focus on the study of the social, cultural and linguistic
changes ushered in by globalization” (Martin-Jones and Martin 2017: 1). In this
regard, we may highlight in particular the affordances of new communication
technologies and their impact on family language practices (cf. 11.4), as well as
political and economic changes across the globe.

The study of family language practices in FLP studies with its sociolinguistic
basis builds on language policy, language maintenance and shift studies, and
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language socialization. Each of these has a distinct theoretical and methodologi-
cal origin and focus stemming from the sociology of language and anthropology.
Ochs and Schieffelin (2011: 1) state that “ . . . the study of language socialization
examines how children and other novices apprehend and enact ‘the context of
situation’ in relation to the ‘context of culture’. In so doing, language socializa-
tion research integrates discourse and ethnographic methods to capture the so-
cial structurings and cultural interpretations of semiotic forms, practices, and
ideologies that inform novices’ practical engagements with others”. Language
socialization is an interactional process and studying this requires analysis over
time through ethnographic methods in order to unveil the impact of cultural be-
liefs and child-rearing on language development and use. FLP approaches may,
for example, study how the One Person – One Language (OPOL) policy is actu-
ally practiced in interaction (cf. Lanza [1997] 2004). Fogle and King (2017: 14)
highlight: “The study of bi- and multilingual family language socialization has
provided important insights into the ways in which language ideologies, practi-
ces, and management in the family connect with societal language maintenance
and shift, children’s educational experiences, and the construction of identity
and belonging in post-industrial, globalizing, and transnational contexts”.
Borrowing from Wenger (1998), Lanza (2007: 47) has called the family a “com-
munity of practice”, a social unit that has its own norms for speaking, acting
and believing and hence provides a focus on praxis, the cornerstone for lan-
guage socialization.

Finally, we may also conceive of the family as a space. As space theorists
have argued, space is constantly negotiated between a variety of social actors
with different discursive power, material constraints, and spatial practices
(Cresswell 2014; Lefebvre 1991; Massey 2005). In Western scholarship, the family
has been a major social institution, considered the most private space we can ex-
perience in our everyday life, and indeed in sociolinguistic inquiry, family has tra-
ditionally been considered a private domain (Fishman 1965). Dagenais (2009: 39)
points out that, historically, the family has moved from being more public to
more private while in fact the “public-private duality that is so characteristic of
modern life did not exist in traditional societies”. The family as a space for lan-
guage learning and use was highlighted by Canagarajah (2013: 221): “Space
doesn’t emerge as determining the status of migrants. Migrants enjoy agency to
negotiate the differing scales and indexical orders to their advantage and recon-
struct space. They make spaces for their places, voices and norms as they contest
dominant language ideologies and orders”. Purkarthofer (2019) points out that
the family can be a “safe” space; through language use and everyday actions,
spatial practices can contribute to the construction of (safe) spaces, and make
them recognizable to speakers, particularly important for children.
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With the advent of technological advancements, the public-private di-
chotomy has indeed become blurred. The notion of the family as a private
space has been challenged by the mediatization of migrant families and the
public viewpoints imposing cultural assimilation concerning not only lifestyle
but also what language is to be spoken in the home (Lanza in press). Digital
language practices in the home and multilingual families’ engagement with
online platforms and fora deserve more attention. In 11.4 below, we focus on
digitally mediated practices among family members. First, however, we turn
to current research on spoken non-digital interactional practices in multilin-
gual families.

11.3 Spoken language practices in multilingual
transcultural families

The growing interest in family language policies and practices is demon-
strated in an increasing number of publications, including several books.
Fogle’s (2012) in-depth study examined how Russian-speaking adoptees in
three US families actively shaped opportunities for language learning and
identity construction in everyday interactions, thereby exerting speaker
agency, despite the fact that their adoptive parents did not speak their lan-
guage when they joined their home. Schwartz and Verschik (2013) edited the
first volume to explore the link between family language policy, practice and
management in light of state and community language policy in more than 20
ethno-linguistic communities worldwide. Smith-Christmas’ (2016) monograph
on maintaining an endangered language in the home is the first full-length
ethnographic study of FLP – an eight-year study of a family on the Isle of
Skye, Scotland. It provides micro-level interactional analyses shedding light
on why the children in the family do not often speak Gaelic, despite the
adults’ best efforts to use the language with them, as well as the children’s
attendance at a Gaelic immersion school. Macalister and Mirvahedi (2017)
present a collection of case studies from across the globe, illustrating opportu-
nities, challenges and consequences that families face in language mainte-
nance and language learning in the home.

These contributions illustrate on the whole the myriad of methods used in
research to document family language practices/policies: large scale language
use surveys, online questionnaires, interviews, focus group conversations,
ethnography, diaries, and interactional analyses of video recordings – both
quantitative and qualitative methods. Special issues of international journals
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(International Journal of Bilingualism, International Journal of Multilingualism,
Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development and Multilingua), have
also focused on family language practices (Curdt-Christiansen and Lanza
2018a; King and Lanza 2019a; Lanza and Curdt-Christiansen 2018; Lanza and
Li 2016; Li 2012). Several themes arise in the current literature on family lan-
guage practices and we examine the most topical below.

11.3.1 Agency in family language practices

While language socialization research has emphasized adult caregivers’ roles
in nurturing young children in the family and society as they become full-
fledged members of their culture, studies of multilingual families have also
highlighted the agency of children in negotiating their language learning envi-
ronment. As noted above, Fogle (2012) illustrated this in adoptive families.
Drawing on conversation analysis and extending Lanza [1997] (2004),
Gafaranga (2010) carefully illustrates through minute interactional analyses
how children assume agency in instigating language shift in the Rwandan com-
munity in Brussels where language shift is purported to be in progress from
Kinyarwanda-French bilingualism to French monolingualism. The children
were active actors in the socialization process and, moreover, were blamed for
this impending shift. However, as Gafaranga points out, the adults were also
guilty as they too contributed to the language shift through their responses to
the children when the children used their preferred language, French.
Kheirkhah (2016a,b) combine family language policy with a language sociali-
zation approach, examining family interactions in five bi/multilingual Iranian
families in Sweden. The analysis is of video-recordings of the families’ every-
day interactions and includes interviews and observations. Considering child-
ren’s active role in family interactions, Kheirkhan explores parents’ heritage
language maintenance practices and children’s responses to these practices. In
addition, Kheirkhan and Cekaite (2017) examine siblings’ contributions to family
language choices and practices, adding a much needed dimension to studies of
family language practices.

Purkarthofer (2019) addressed young parents’ projected view of child
agency in regard to their imagined family language policy and social space.
She critically examined the language expectations of three multilingual cou-
ples, each with a different language background and varied experiences of mi-
gration – and each of whom was expecting, or had just had, their first child.
Using innovative speaker-centered qualitative methods, including language
portraits, biographic narratives and Lego blocks to construct a home, she
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analyzed (real and imagined) constructed spaces of interaction. The analysis in-
dicates the parents’ construction of the child as a multilingual self with agency,
although potentially influenced by the parents. The multimodal data provided
a window into the future parents’ negotiation of language policy. Obojska and
Purkarthofer (2018) examined agency in transnational families in Norway using
language portraits and semi-structured interviews, revealing how family mem-
bers perceive and construct their agency in language learning, maintenance,
and management. The importance of individual agency in the management of
minority languages is underscored in Nandi’s (2018) study of parents as stake-
holders in urban Galician homes. As he concludes, “Their under-the-radar par-
ticipation in LPP [Language Policy and Planning] may appear extremely
intermittent and ad hoc, but their individual language management and prac-
tice, taken together, can have a significant impact in their immediate society’s
language behaviour” (Nandi 2018: 221).

11.3.2 Literacy development in heritage language
maintenance

Spoken family language practices are a central element to children’s literacy
development. Stavans (2012) investigated home literacy among 60 Ethiopian
families living in Israel and revealed certain patterns shaped by internal and
external forces in parent-child interactions. The findings indicate that the pa-
rents preferred certain extended discourses, the form and function of which co-
incided with those needed for better scholastic literacy. Ethiopian parents were
shown to prefer oral, not written discourse as the anchor for their literacy-
driven parent-child interactions in the home. Stavans’ study underscores the
necessity to take home language practices into account in school literacy devel-
opment. Song’s (2016) study of four Korean bilingual children in home literacy
events in the US also emphasizes the importance of taking family literacy prac-
tices into account in school environments. Building on research on translan-
guaging practices in classrooms (e.g., García 2009), she investigated through
participant observation, video recordings, and field notes how the children’s
families used their two languages in order to support their heritage language
development in literacy events. Findings revealed that “ . . . translanguaging
practices not only foster children’s learning of their two languages, but they are
also as a vehicle for bilingual children to expand and enrich their learning in
both academic and non-academic settings as they clarify meaning and enhance
their understanding . . . ” (Song 2016: 102).
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Family language practices in relation to heritage language literacy were
studied by Curdt-Christiansen and La Morgia (2018). They drew on a sample
of 66 families, each with at least one child between 2 and 8, with all children
learning/speaking English along with their heritage language – either
Chinese, Italian or Urdu. Through different data sources including question-
naires, overviews of literacy resources and activities in both heritage lan-
guages and English, as well as interviews with the parents, they found that
there were interesting differences among the various language groups not
only in their family language practices but also in their attitudes to home
language literacy and their practice of it. These results corroborate earlier re-
sults by Curdt-Christiansen (2016) and De Houwer (2007). Parents’ use of the
heritage language between themselves and with their children increased the
chances for the child to use the heritage language (see also Chapter 10, this
volume). However, English literacy skills were given more attention than her-
itage language literacy skills across all three groups.

11.3.3 Family language practices and affective dimensions

Language and emotion in multilingualism has been studied extensively
(cf. Dewaele 2013). Pavlenko (2004) addressed the issue of emotions and lan-
guage choice in the family through quantitative and qualitative analyses of re-
sponses to a carefully designed web questionnaire. Through this work, she
could add perceived language emotionality and cross-linguistic differences in
affective repertoires to the list of factors influencing parental language choice
in bi- and multilingual families. Interestingly, Pavlenko’s study called into
question the popular belief that a speaker’s first language is the language of
emotion while other languages are one of distance or detachment.

Tannenbaum (2012) draws attention to family language policies and lan-
guage practices as being affected by and affecting emotional issues and
psychological dimensions that are seldom acknowledged as playing an im-
portant role in the analysis of FLP. As indicated in the title of her article, she
calls FLP a “form of coping or defense mechanism”. Recent work has looked
at affective dimensions of interaction. Smith-Christmas (2018) focuses on the
affective dimensions of FLP and demonstrates how the very same child-
centered discourse style used by a grandmother as a means to encourage her
grandchildren to use their minority language – Scottish Gaelic – can have
different results (positive and negative) among siblings. Smith-Christmas

236 Elizabeth Lanza and Kristin Vold Lexander

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



illustrates the reflexive nature of FLP in terms of emotional affect, linguistic
input and language shift. Zhu and Li (2016) argue for the need to examine
how family members experience multilingualism and their strategies to deal
with the challenges of multilingualism, as opposed to focusing on overall
patterns of language maintenance and shift. Building on data collected from
a sociolinguistic ethnography of three multilingual and transnational fami-
lies from China in Britain, they show how these family members’ lived expe-
riences affect how they perceive social relations and social structures, and
how this affects their own identity constructions and aspirations (cf. also
Kirsch and Gogonas 2018). In an ethnographic study of two multilingual mi-
grant families from Timor-Leste living in Northern Ireland, da Costa Cabral
(2018) reveals the parents’ beliefs and values regarding the languages in
their communicative repertoire – Tetum, Portuguese and Indonesian – re-
lated to differences in their lived experiences. Once they moved to Northern
Ireland, however, these parents’ language ideologies became closely linked
with their aspirations for their children, and they actively encouraged them
to learn and use English.

11.4 Family interactions – digitally mediated
language practices

New information and communication technologies are crucial for transnational
families, or stretched families (Porter et al. 2018), to stay in touch across bor-
ders, to exchange information and for practices of mobile intimacy (Hjorth
2011) or virtual intimacies (Wilding 2006). Access is facilitated through lower
cost, and the availability of user-friendly means of communication invites a
wider range of kin to become involved in transnational communication. Also
research on multilingual families is increasingly interested in the connection
between language use and media use, that is, how families are constructed
through multilingual language practices “in contexts of transmigration, social
media and technology saturation, and hypermobility” (King and Lanza 2019b:
718). However, this interest has so far not led to a substantial body of research
on how language use in interpersonal mediated communication affects family
language policy and practices in transcultural families. In this section, we will
present and discuss research on the relation between digital interaction, iden-
tity, and heritage language use; studies of modality and language use; and in-
formal learning through interpersonal digitally mediated communication.
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11.4.1 Digital interaction, identity and heritage language use

Digital aspects of communication are sometimes cited in FLP studies (e.g.,
Haque 2012), and we also find references to the importance of family interaction
in studies of migrants’ media use within other fields, in particular in educa-
tional research (Marrapodi 2016; Rydin and Sjöberg 2008; Szecsi and Szilagyi
2012). Cuban (2014) found that transnational families built new vocabularies
and interaction styles, including non-verbal means, for their emotions in digital
communication and thereby managed family relationships as well as a chang-
ing sense of selves, while Rydin and Sjöberg (2008) consider the internet as a
communicative space for identity construction for diaspora families in Sweden.

Also media studies and digital anthropology have taken an interest in the
transnational family to study how media use shapes the migration experience
and how it is fundamental for the management of relationships. Already at the
turn of the millennium, Miller and Slater (2000) identified a transition from
what they call diaspora family to internet family in the Trinidadian context. As
most Trinidadian families have at least one nuclear family member living
abroad, the internet has been crucial in offering the possibility for these trans-
national families to stay in closer, more intimate and more frequent contact.
Some twelve years later, as mediated communication has diversified, from the
phone calls, emails and chat that the internet family relied upon into a range of
communicational tools, Madianou and Miller (2012) introduced the concept of
polymedia to study how the availability of various communicational tools leads
to usages that impact on how relationships are managed and experienced.
There are also various ways in which media choices have consequences for lan-
guage use, like the choice of modality. Yoon (2018), for instance, finds that
young Korean Canadians consider the messaging app Kakaotalk as a type of
identity badge, as it is predominantly used by Koreans in Korea and overseas.
The choice of using Kakaotalk thus implies language choice and choice of back-
ground of potential interlocutors.

Several studies show how digital communication is important for identity
construction and performance among young immigrants (Lam 2014; Lee 2006)
as the young have been leading the way, and much of their interaction is intra-
generational (e.g., Yoon 2018). However, also their parents, uncles, aunts, and
grandparents have started using the communicational tools available (Dyers
2014; Ivan and Hebblethwaite 2016). As language use with friends differs from
language use with family (see e.g., Lasekan 2018 on language choice on
Facebook), increased digitally mediated interaction with family members may
be important for migrants’ linguistic identity: migrant families in Sweden find
that just to have and use the possibility of chatting in one’s mother tongue is
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more important than the actual content of the interaction online (Rydin and
Sjöberg 2008), and young urban Senegalese say that their migrant relatives
wish to use their first language when they interact with them digitally because
they miss it (Lexander 2011b).

In his study of FLP in migrant families from India living in Europe, Haque
(2012) points out three uses of Indian languages: (1) trips back home, (2) phone
calls and (3) internet-based contact with people in India. The trips back home
are evidently limited, and phone calls are expensive; internet thus becomes an
important space for assuring the frequency in the use of these languages.
Haque further finds that the families use not only the Indian languages, but di-
verse languages online and in text-messages on the mobile phone; mediated
communication thus enhances multilingual practices. In their autoethno-
graphic study of their immigrant families in the USA, Szecsi and Szilagyi (2012)
investigated the children’s and adolescents’ development and maintenance of
the heritage language, Hungarian, in digital interaction. They point out that the
three arenas for heritage language use identified by Haque (2012) are related:
the trips back home and the mediated communication mutually reinforce the
effect of one another. After a trip to the country of origin, the adolescents in-
creased their email and Facebook communication with contacts in Hungary,
while technology use bridges the time between the visits. Through interviewing
each other and their family members, the researchers also reveal digitally medi-
ated strategies like “Grandma-TV” and other efforts from the adults to enhance
the children’s use of Hungarian in both spoken and written communication.
Szecsi and Szilagyi (2012: 271) find that the regular use of various media tech-
nologies positively affects the children’s heritage language skills, but that the
outcome relies on the adults’ “creative and dedicated participation”. This par-
ticipation is important both for the younger and the older children, and ranges
from the grandmother reading stories and singing to infants via Skype to the
parents buying a Hungarian keyboard for the adolescents and correcting their
email spelling upon their request. King-O’Riain (2015) studied long Skype ses-
sions in transnational families in Ireland. Through what the researcher calls
“streaming their emotions into each other’s lives” (2015: 268), one of the goals
for the grandparents was to maintain the grandchild’s ability to converse in
Italian. This takes place not only through direct conversations, but during long
sessions where the grandparents for instance watch their grandchild watch TV,
asking him for translations to Italian. Taken together, these studies show that
digital interaction in the heritage language(s) is an arena for identity construc-
tion and expression in the family context.
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11.4.2 Modalities and linguistic repertoires

Some heritage languages are mostly used in spoken communication; two as-
pects are of importance for the use of these languages in digitally mediated in-
teraction: (1) the polymedia environment (Madianou and Miller 2012) allows for
both spoken and written communication, and (2) languages that are mostly
used in spoken communication also enter the written domain through the digi-
tal (Deumert 2014; Kouassi and Hurst-Harosh 2018), especially in interpersonal
and informal communication. In addition to this, the mobile and Web 2.0
media practices create new spectres of mobile intimacy, and the choice of
media reflects these various forms of affection. For instance, voice may be used
in intimate relationships, especially within the family, while texting is used in
distant relations (Hjorth 2011).

The choice of a medium may imply a choice of modality (like phone calls for
speech or SMS for writing), but many media offer both spoken and written inter-
action, in addition to the exchange of videos and pictures (e.g., WhatsApp).
Some languages are preferred in written communication and some in voice mes-
sages and phone calls, so that the user’s choice of media and modality influences
language choice. In Senegal, for instance, French is the official language and lan-
guage of instruction in school, while the national languages, local languages, are
dominant in spoken communication. These mode-and-language boundaries are
blurred in informal digital communication, as national languages are used to
write text messages, to chat and write informal emails, and often writers mix lan-
guages, in particular, the majority language Wolof and French (Lexander 2011a,
2018). The Senegalese transnational family makes up an interesting case for the
study of multilingual digital interaction, as its repertoire consists of the dominant
language(s) in the country of residence and several languages from their country
of origin: Wolof, the dominant spoken language; French, the official language
and language of instruction; possibly other Senegalese languages; Arabic; and
sometimes English.

In a study of digital communication in four Norwegian families with
Senegalese background, Androutsopoulos and Lexander (2018) use ethno-
graphic interviews, interactional data collection (spoken and written), media
diaries, and observation to look at language use with various media in different
modalities. The findings show that the families mostly use Norwegian when
they text each other within the nuclear family in Norway, while the use of
Senegalese languages depends to a large extent on communication with rela-
tives and other contacts in Senegal or in the Senegalese diaspora. With the di-
versity of apps for spoken and written communication, the participants stay in
touch with a range of family members of different generations, close and more
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distant, and the variation with regards to media and interlocutors coincides
with linguistic diversity. With grandparents, the children usually speak through
phone calls (via WhatsApp or other applications), in Wolof or in another
Senegalese language, either because the grandparents do not speak French, or
because they request it, thus implementing some kind of family language pol-
icy from far away. With cousins and other peers, the interaction is more multi-
lingual, and the interactional data show that it comprises both Senegalese
languages, English, French, and Arabic. While the migrant families spend most
of their time in settings dominated by Norwegian language, the digitally medi-
ated interaction offers a space for multilingual communication in which heri-
tage languages may be used and cultivated “to practice language for authentic
purposes” (Lee 2006: 98; Szecsi and Szilagyi 2012: 273). In these families, digital
communication thus seems to play an important role in counteracting language
shift. Another important practice in this vein is informal heritage language
learning.

11.4.3 Informal language learning

The transnational family can be considered a mobile learning community, “caring
and language sharing” (Cuban 2014: 748), and a couple of studies have looked at
language learning in digital communication in the family. Cuban focuses on the
entire range of learning that can take place via Information and Communication
Technology (ICT), and also reveals interesting aspects of language learning. She
classifies phone calls within the family as “socio-cognitive exchanges that
included teaching and sharing new languages and how to code-switch” as the
Filipino-migrant workers “transitioned their families from American English
(which they learned in school in the Philippines) to a regional English dialect, and
back and forth between Taglish, Tagalog and English” (Cuban 2014: 748). This
way, they advocate multilingual family language practices, while also policing
them: some exclude Taglish (a mix of Tagalog and English) because it does not
promote what they consider to be proper speaking of the language. The Filipino
migrants engage with their families in digital literacies through texting, for exam-
ple, teaching new acronyms (Cuban 2014). Despite such examples of learning, the
fear of texting as destructive for literacy skills is also found in transnational fami-
lies. In Wilding’s (2006) study covering a range of countries, some participants
worried about the informal character of email communication, stating that they
would lose their language skills over time. Lee’s (2006: 107) participants, however,
found that they had improved their Korean oral skills through reading “the pho-
netic ways that people write online”. The lack of pressure to produce correct
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spelling online gave these Korean learners a space to experiment with and engage
in literacy practices in the language.

The Arabic-speaking mothers in Al-Salmi and Smith’s (2015) study only
started using digital devices when they migrated to the USA. When their children
entered school, the use of the computer and the internet increased: Google
Translate is used to translate between Arabic and English, and the mothers cre-
ate email addresses to be able to follow their children’s progress in school on cer-
tain websites. Through improving their English digital literacy, the mothers find
that they also improve their spoken command of the language. At the same time,
the mothers help their children expand their skills in Arabic, as they assist them,
for instance when they post responses on Facebook. Online encounters are spon-
taneous unplanned instances of learning Arabic literacy for the children, encour-
aged by the mother; the mother encourages the children to talk to their
grandmother who again encourages them to talk in Arabic and asks them for the
meaning of the English words that they use.

Other studies have observed literacy learning in digital family communica-
tion, not only in interpersonal digital interaction, but also around the computer
or mobile phone. In Lasekan’s (2018) study of multilingual Indian students’ use
of language on Facebook with family members, one respondent claims that he
uses English on Facebook with his younger siblings to improve their skills in
the language and corrects them if they make grammatical mistakes. Kheirkhah
and Cekaite (2017) observed how older siblings in Iranian migrant families in
Sweden help the younger with Swedish literacy through using the cell phone
calendar.

Intergenerational communication between grandparent and grandchild as
they sit by the computer together is the focus in Parven’s (2016) and Kenner
et al.’s (2008) studies. Parven (2016) describes how a seven-year-old child from
a Bengali-speaking family in Northern England learns Qur’anic literacy from
his grandmother. As he searches religious texts in Arabic, a language that he
does not speak but that his grandmother knows from her religious education,
he uses English, a language that the grandmother does not speak, and
Bengali, that they both speak. Multilingual speech is hence intermingled with
digital literacy activities in two different scripts, Roman and Arabic, as the
child searches for the English translation of the Arabic text and for YouTube
videos where the text is recited under his grandmother’s guidance. A similar
interchange of knowledge and skills between generations around literacy, lan-
guage and ICT is investigated in the Kenner et al. (2008) study of Sylheti/
Bengali-speaking families in East London. Bengali is used for the spoken ex-
change between grandmother and grandchild, as they talk about what they
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are doing with the computer, with the reading and writing on the screen taking
place in English.

In Palviainen’s (2018a, 2018b) study, interaction and meta-interaction go
hand in hand as children in single-parent families interact with the second par-
ent. In one family, the child, aged 4;5, lives with her mother in Finland, while
her father lives in a different country. When interacting via computer-mediated
video calls on FaceTime, the father uses English and Dutch and the daughter
English and Finnish, asking her mother for help with translations from Finnish
to English. The choice of video calls is important, as the father does not speak
Finnish and relies on facial expressions to understand his daughter. The com-
munication between father and daughter depends heavily on the mother, as
she both facilitates the technical aspects and provides translations when
needed. Through this role, she appears as a key person for the daughter’s infor-
mal learning of English in language practices with her father.

A more indirect facilitation of language learning by parents is discussed by
Aarset (2015), who found that some Norwegian-Pakistani families preferred
Skype Qur’an courses by Pakistani teachers for their children, instead of send-
ing them to a local mosque. Even though the goal was to learn the Arabic al-
phabet and to read the Qur’an, the parents were happy that their offspring also
practiced Urdu, the language of instruction in these courses. Norwegian-
Senegalese families also consciously exploit mediated interaction as a means
for learning languages (Androutsopoulos and Lexander 2018). In one family,
the husband and wife texted each other in Norwegian, even though Wolof is
their main language of spoken communication with each other and they were
both schooled in French. The father explained this choice of language for text-
ing by his desire to improve his wife’s Norwegian skills. Similar practices were
found in the other families in this study, be it to learn better Norwegian,
French, English or Wolof.

A rich and varied use of digital space as an arena for language learning can
thus be observed in multilingual transcultural families. Multilingualism and
language mixing, digital literacy and speech, and both heritage languages and
languages in the country of residence are exploited in this informal learning.
However, even though the technology is more user-friendly and often demands
less sophisticated digital literacy, there are still challenges to transnational
communication. According to Kang (2012), women of the older generation
found themselves gradually silenced from the communication of Chinese mi-
grants in London because of their lack of digital literacy. In their study of
Indian migrants in Cambodia, Kaur and Shruti (2016) found that since the mi-
grants had bought their mobile phones in the country of residence, they did not
have Hindi keypads, and only a few of them had the English competence
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necessary to send text messages. The phones were, therefore, mostly used for
incoming calls, whereby the migrants would go to an internet café and make
Skype or Yahoo calls with the help of the staff (Kaur and Shruti 2016: 80), thus
reducing their own control over the communication. These are, however, exam-
ples of challenges that may be overcome as technology continues to develop
and gradually becomes more accessible.

11.5 Conclusion

The research reviewed in this chapter covers a wide overview of family language
practices both in the home and digitally across other contexts. Studies of family
language practices have drawn on a multitude of methods, and new technologies
will continue to offer further platforms for research. Issues addressed include
practices and policies in language shift and revitalization situations, socio-
psychological issues such as emotions and aspirations in family language use
and identity constructions, home language literacy, agency in interaction, and
informal language learning. While many studies build on reported language
practices, more empirical work is needed on family interactions including work
on translanguaging and code-switching. Moreover, as the family figures in the
political spotlight in issues of culture and integration, we need to unveil the po-
litical dimensions impacting on family language practices.

Digital family language practices include both practices in and around
media: family members communicate with each other via different media, mak-
ing use of a range of digital tools, like instant messaging, video calls, email,
and SMS. They also interact face-to-face around a smartphone or a computer,
and parents facilitate their children’s digital interaction in specific languages
with specific interlocutors, as well as their pedagogical use of digital media. In
fact, parents’ facilitation of interaction is often crucial, but even young children
show agency in these practices and adolescents also communicate indepen-
dently with relatives in the home country. These digital family language practi-
ces often involve translanguaging, and sometimes comprise not only diverse
languages, but also different scripts.

Diverse methods are applied to study digitally mediated interaction in the
family. Most studies are qualitative and make use of ethnographic tools like
observation, ethnographic interviews, extended case method, autoethnogra-
phy, and mixed methods approach including the analysis of digital interac-
tion. The studies are often exploratory, also with regards to methods. In
Palviainen’s study (2018a, 2018b), the combination of interviews, observation
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and transcription of interactions and a media diary written by the mother adds
several perspectives to the analysis, while Szecsi and Szilagyi’s (2012) autoeth-
nography leads to reflections on how and why transnational families commu-
nicate. Digitally mediated family interaction holds great promise for the
development of new methodologies for studying language practices in the
family.

While the impetus to work on FLP was to address the influence of conscious
language planning on language development in children acquiring more than
one language at home, recent work has expanded this scope. Moreover, as King
and Lanza (2019b: 722) point out, these studies are “ . . . characterized by re-
search questions that examine language as a means through which multilingual
adults and children define themselves and their families; by a focus on globally
dispersed, transnational or multilingual populations beyond the traditional,
two-parent family; and by research methods that attend to meaning-making in
interaction and as well as the broader context”. The launch of FLP as a field of
study has also had an effect on the study of bilingual/multilingual first language
acquisition (BFLA). As noted by Quay and Montanari (2016: 37), “The trend to
study BFLA as part of FLP is expected to increase awareness that the varied
learning environments in which bilingual children are raised in the home in the
early years and outside the home in child care facilities and educational institu-
tions strongly affect their language and academic learning”. Interdisciplinary
approaches to studying children’s language development and family language
practices are indeed necessary.

The way forward needs to seriously address the growing use of digitally me-
diated communication, as investigated in other research fields that highlight the
transnational family in a nexus of social media. In digitally mediated language
practices, the importance of the extended family was illustrated although the
very notion of family was broadened in the case of family language practices in a
South African township context, as illustrated in Coetzee (2018). While the focus
in FLP research is often on the parent-children relationship, research on spoken
and digitally mediated interaction shows that communication with cousins and
grandparents is important as well. Through the use of affective technologies to
talk about their daily lives, family members can be considered to reproduce the
family dinner table (Cuban 2014), which is an important arena for family lan-
guage policy research (see e.g., Said and Zhu 2017). Greater emphasis in FLP
studies on actual family language practices in multilingual transcultural families,
both digital and non-digital, will provide insight into important current questions
in FLP such as how families make sense of multilingualism across generations,
how language is woven into family dynamics, and how families make decisions
about language (King and Lanza 2019b).
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Xiao-lei Wang

12 Multilingualism through Schooling

Multilingual acquisition can occur at different ages, in different settings, under
various circumstances, and for different purposes. Some multilinguals acquire
their multiple languages in the home context during early years and continue to
develop one or all of these languages in the school environment. Other multilin-
guals obtain more than one language early in life and begin to learn an addi-
tional language or languages (AL henceforth for singular and plural) when they
enter school. Still others learn an AL much later in life. This chapter focuses on
how typically-developing children and adolescents who have already developed
foundations in two or more languages in the home and community environment
acquire an AL in the school setting by building upon their previous linguistic
experiences and use the AL to learn subject content and develop literacy skills.

The chapter begins with an overview of the complexity of acquiring an AL
in the school context for multilinguals. It follows with a discussion on the
common mechanisms multilingual children employ in approaching AL learn-
ing. It concludes with the characteristics demonstrated by AL learners in the
phonological, lexical-semantic, morphosyntactic, pragmatic, literacy, and fig-
urative language domains while they learn different subjects in classrooms.

Since very little is known about longitudinal normative development
among multilingual AL learners (especially those entering school with two or
more languages), three factors need to be considered when interpreting the
information provided in this chapter. First, much information presented is in-
ferred from studies on learners acquiring a L2 or L3 in school. Second, many
research findings in the current literature are not conclusive or even contra-
dictory as a result of various complex issues related to multilingual partici-
pants, such as their languages, age of exposure to each language, and family
socioeconomic background. Third, multilingual AL learners are heteroge-
neous in their linguistic and early literacy abilities as well as their cultural
and socioeconomic experiences.
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12.1 Complexity of AL acquisition for
multilinguals in the school environment

Adding an AL to multilinguals’ existing language repertoires not only widens
their linguistic capacity quantitatively but also qualitatively. Given that the
AL acquisition process for multilingual learners in the school environment is
profoundly different from the one in the home context and that their aca-
demic success depends heavily on their AL and literacy abilities, several com-
plexities of AL acquisition are discussed below. Due to space limitations,
other intricacies such as motivation, gender, identity, and individual factors
are omitted.

12.1.1 Differences in the acquisition process

The essential distinction in language acquisition between home and school lies
in the fact that the foundation for first language acquisition (L1) early in life in
the home setting is universal grammar (Chomsky 1980), whereas the underpin-
ning for AL acquisition in the school environment is L1 knowledge as well as
other compounding factors, such as age, language typologies, cultures, socio-
economic background, identity, affects, attitude, and motivation (Hoff 2009;
Wang 2015a). Because many multilingual children have been exposed to more
than one L1 or L2 in the home environment before schooling, previous lan-
guages (hereafter PL for singular and plural) is used in this chapter to refer to
their different L1s and/or L2s.

Moreover, multilinguals’ PL input from parents in the home environment is
usually contextual, situational, and informal. The major modality of input is
oral. Language use is mainly focused on daily and situational communication.
However, AL input from teachers in the school setting is often decontextual-
ized, intentional, and formal.

Furthermore, the complexity in learning an AL in the school setting is
exacerbated by the fact that, while many of the AL-learning-multilinguals
are still developing their PL, they are beginning to acquire an AL that needs
to be developed at a high level to assure academic success (Collier 1995). In
other words, these learners need to acquire an academic language in the AL
that is different from their everyday PL in the areas of word selection, for-
mality, sentence construction, and discourse patterns (Gottlieb and Ernst-
Slavit 2014).
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12.1.2 Brain capacity

Multilinguals’ PL acquisition early in life at home is generally a result of expo-
sure to a large amount of unmodified linguistic input from the surrounding envi-
ronment. However, as the brain matures, its ability to process input in this
manner invariably declines. Consequently, learners in the school context may
need to rely on different cognitive processes to acquire an AL (Ellis 2008).
Research suggests that the brain’s capacity to acquire a language may be qualita-
tively different before and after age 5 and that the optimum language-learning
window may begin to close between the ages of 5 and 10 (e.g., Newport, Bavelier,
and Neville 2001). It becomes increasingly difficult for an individual to achieve
native competence in a new language beyond puberty. For instance, the timing
in achieving native-like phonology is crucial; even a delay of a few years in child-
hood can lead to irreversible changes (Norrman and Bylund 2016). This phenom-
enon is often referred to as the critical period (CP) in language acquisition.
Typically, CP gradually phases out in the age range of 7–10 (Meisel 2006). Since
multilingual children usually receive formal schooling and learn an AL at or after
age 5, their brain changes may influence how they acquire the AL.

However, the CP in later language acquisition remains a controversial
topic. Some researchers have proposed a model called the Multiple Critical
Period Effects (MCPE), which posits a system of a nested series of optimal peri-
ods that are inter-dependent and have overlapping timelines. In this model,
language acquisition begins with the categorization of acoustic and phonetic
stimuli, which then trigger a cascade of optimal periods across different do-
mains of language. The optimal periods for higher order domains, such as
grammar and reading, are partially dependent upon fundamental phonological
ability. The closing of the optimal period for the higher-order domains thus oc-
curs later than those related to phonology. Consequently, declines in plasticity
begin sooner in phonological domains (i.e., speech perception and production)
than in grammar (e.g., Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam 2009). Thus, it is possible
that some multilingual children who learn an AL in the school environment
can still develop native-like proficiency in the new language.

Moreover, learning an AL after the critical period may also have some advan-
tages. Comparing with younger learners (e.g., in early and middle childhood)
who may have a better chance of achieving native competence, older learners
(e.g., in adolescence) may have stronger cognitive skills such as better memory
and metalinguistic abilities (Jia and Fuse 2007). In fact, research shows that
older AL learners performed (at least, on tests) better in suprasegmental phonol-
ogy or prosodic properties (rhythm, tone, pitch, stress, intonation, and length),
in syntax (e.g., Long 1990), and in learning speed (Jia and Fuse 2007).
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12.1.3 Language typology and psychotypology

The similarities or differences between learners’ PL and AL typologies (classifica-
tion of languages according to their structural characteristics, such as phonologi-
cal systems, writing systems, and word order) are important in AL acquisition
(e.g., Cenoz 2001). When the PL and AL typologies are close, AL acquisition is eas-
ier for learners than when the PL and AL typologies are distant (Ute et al. 2014).
For example, L1 speakers of English (a satellite-framed language in which infor-
mation about a path of movement is expressed outside the verb by an adverbial
particle, such as “The ball rolled out of the box”) learning Czech and German
(also satellite-framed languages) produce more target-like verbs than learners
whose L1 is Spanish (a verb-framed language in which information about a path
of movement is expressed in a verb, such as “La pelota salió de la caja”).

However, not only do the actual PL and AL typologies play a role in AL ac-
quisition, but also psychotypology (the degree of similarity and difference be-
tween the languages perceived by learners and what the languages mean to
them) is determinant of AL learning (Cenoz, Hufeisen, and Jessner 2001). When
learners perceive the AL to be closer to their PL, their perception can be a facilita-
tive factor for AL learning. For example, a study has shown that Turkish-German
bilinguals learning English as L3 made use of German grammatical rules in their
English productions rather than Turkish ones because they perceived German as
having more common features with English than Turkish (Cedden and Şimşek
2014; see Chapter 14, this volume, for a more in-depth review).

12.2 Common mechanisms used in approaching
AL acquisition

Multilinguals tend to employ several mechanisms in the AL learning process as
a result of their exposure to multiple languages.

12.2.1 Cross-linguistic transfer

One of the most commonly observed phenomena in learning an AL is transfer,
which broadly refers to conveying linguistic knowledge from one language to
another. Initially, the directionality of transfer may be from the PL to the AL.
However, as language learners gain more exposure to the AL and become
more proficient in it, the directionality can also occur from the AL to the PL.
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When transfer facilitates the AL acquisition process, it is called positive trans-
fer and when it hinders AL learning, it is termed as negative transfer. Transfer
is not always automatic. Two factors must be at play for transfer to occur.
First, the language skills in one language can only be transferred to another if
there is sufficient exposure to that language and the motivation to learn it
(Cummins 1981). Second, some skills can be transferred across languages,
whereas others are language-specific. For instance, AL learners who can de-
tect and manipulate sounds in one of their languages should also be able to
detect and manipulate those same sounds in their AL. However, some areas
such as vocabulary knowledge (aside from cognates) are language-specific
and solely related to the quality and quantity of input received in the AL (e.g.,
Gottardo and Mueller 2009). See Chapter 15, this volume, for a more in-depth
discussion of cross-linguistic transfer.

12.2.2 Metalinguistic awareness

Another frequently observed mechanism used by multilinguals in learning an AL
is their metalinguistic ability. Despite inconsistent research findings, it has been
recognized that multilingual children tend to have a metalinguistic advantage
compared to their monolingual peers as an effect of the exposure to more than
one language early in life. This advantage often extends to learning an AL.
Multilinguals’ explicit knowledge about language leads them to attend and reflect
upon features of languages (Bialystok and Martin 2004). Research shows that
both more proficient multilinguals and less proficient multilinguals outperformed
monolinguals in some metalinguistic tasks such as attention control tasks; how-
ever, only the more proficient multilinguals outperformed monolinguals in cogni-
tive tasks (Bialystok 1988). Moreover, research suggests that reading proficiency
in multilinguals’ PL such as L1 and L2 can facilitate their L3 reading proficiency,
largely because the metalinguistic awareness abilities they developed in the PL
allow them to compare and contrast the respective grammars (Rauch, Naumann,
and Jude 2012, discussed further in Chapter 15, this volume).

12.2.3 Translanguaging

The third noticeable tactic that multilingual learners use to approach AL
learning is translanguaging. Translanguaging is defined as a process where
multilinguals draw upon their different linguistic, cognitive and semiotic re-
sources to make meaning and make sense. In practicing translanguaging,
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multilinguals “transgress” the boundaries between named languages (such as
English, Chinese, Arabic) and their use conventionally (Li 2018). Some re-
searchers see translanguaging practice as dynamic, effective and functional
(Lewis, Jones, and Baker 2012) while others see it as the ability to mediate com-
plex social and cognitive activities through strategic employment of multiple se-
miotic resources to act, to know, and to be (García and Li 2014; Chapter 7, this
volume). Taken together, translanguaging is multilingual speakers’ own mental
grammar that has been developed in social interaction with others (García and
Li 2014) and it reflects their unique communicative mechanism that they use to
think and communicate.

12.3 Characteristics of multilingual AL
acquisition in the school context

Operating with the above-mentioned strategies, multilingual AL learners may
demonstrate the following characteristics in phonological, lexical-semantic,
morphosyntactic, pragmatic, literacy, and figurative language learning. Since
the topic of this chapter is AL acquisition in the school context, developmental
characteristics are focused on middle childhood (ages 5–11) and adolescence
(ages 12–18) as most children around the world receive formal education during
these age ranges.

12.3.1 Phonological development

Research has shown that multilingual AL learners generally have comparable
phonological acquisition milestones to those of monolingual peers acquiring
the same language (Lim, Wells, and Howard 2015). However, they also exhibit
some distinct phonological developmental characteristics.

12.3.1.1 Accent and pronunciation

As discussed previously, phonology seems to be particularly susceptible to tim-
ing. The age of AL acquisition plays a crucial role in the quality and accuracy of
accent and pronunciation. Typically, the later learners are exposed to the AL,
the less accurate they are in articulating some paralinguistic elements, such as
prosody, intonation, stress, and tones. With increased age of acquisition, the
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phonological features of learners’ PL may increasingly interfere with the ones
in the AL. For example, a Japanese L1 child who is learning English as an AL
may have difficulty in distinguishing between /r/ and /l/, because there is only
one alveolar liquid in Japanese (a sound represented in English transcription of
Japanese as /r/), while the English phonological system has two alveolar
liquids, /r/ and /l/ (Wang 2015a). Usually, learners with a more phonologically
marked (or complex) PL structure than the AL will have an easier time learning
the AL structure than a speaker whose PL is less marked. For instance, a
speaker whose L1 is English will have no difficulty in producing German words
where there is no contrast in final position. On the other hand, a German L1
speaker learning English will have to learn how to make a contrast in final posi-
tion (tab vs tap; a more marked structure than in German) and can be expected
to make articulation errors (Gass and Selinker 2001).

Usually, a PL accent tends to interfere with the AL accent. However, it can
also go the other way, that is, cross-linguistic interactions may not be “heard”
in multilingual speakers early on although they may be revealed by acoustic
analyses. In their study of two Italian-Spanish-English trilingual sisters, Mayr
and Montanari (2015) found that cross-linguistic interactions in the girls’ conso-
nant productions, which differed from language to language, were not evident
to “the naked ear” but were seen only through acoustic analyses. Moreover, the
phonological interferences of multilinguals may present themselves at different
developmental stages depending on the intensity of linguistic exposure to the
ambient languages. For instance, longitudinal observations of two multilingual
siblings by Wang (2008 and 2015b) revealed that one of the children’s home
languages, Chinese, went through some changes as a result of more exposure
to English in the school environment. In particular, the children began to show
some signs of problems in pronouncing the third tone (the falling-rising tone),
although not to the degree of unintelligibility. It has been suggested that
Chinese tones are especially fragile for children learning Chinese in an English-
speaking environment (Erbaugh 1992).

Overall, the impact of cross-linguistic influence on accent in middle child-
hood is less strong than during adolescence. Many multilingual children who
acquire an AL in middle childhood can still develop a native-like or near native
accent in the AL.

However, if an AL is acquired during the adolescent period (ages between
11–18), the accent may be more pronounced. For example, adolescents who are
learning English as an AL may have difficulties with English word-final conso-
nant clusters such as fifth and fists (Gass and Selinker 2001). Also, some AL
learners tend to use epenthesis (insert a sound in words). For example, when
pronouncing the English word floor, Iraqi-Arabic AL speakers tend to pronounce
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it as filoor and Egyptian-Arabic speakers tend to say it as ifloor (Gass and
Selinker 2001). Sometimes AL learners may delete or add sounds to the AL.
Using English as an AL again as an example, Korean L1 learners tend to add a
final sound to the English word sack /sæke/. It is also usually difficult for AL
learners to combine sounds as native English speakers, such as I’m gonna wriDa
leDer (‘I am going to write a letter’). Similarly, it is harder for French-as-an-AL
learners to articulate the liaisons accurately.

Besides the age factor in accent and pronunciation, Flege, Munro, and
Mackay (1995) identified five additional areas that can influence the degree of ac-
cent and pronunciation of older AL learners (e.g., adolescents). The first area is AL
learners’ sound perception. Some may fail to accurately perceive phonetic details
in the AL. The second area can be attributed to learners’ incentive to pronounce
sounds in the AL exactly, if articulatory errors do not impede their communica-
tion. The third area can be individual differences. The fourth reason can also be
how language learners want to identify themselves with the AL; some AL learners
may not want to sound like a native speaker of a language they are learning and
prefer to keep their accent deliberately in order to retain their self-respect or to
gain the approval of their peers (Sung 2013). Finally, AL learners’ phonetic input
can influence their accent. In fact, the input frequency heard by language learners
is more important, among all other factors, in terms of accent and pronunciation.

12.3.1.2 Phonological awareness

Phonological awareness (PA) belongs to the area of metalinguistic awareness
that refers to the ability to recognize differences and similarities in the sounds of
different languages rather than their meaning. PA has been shown to be a strong
predictor of word reading skills in alphabetic languages such as English (e.g.,
Gottardo 2002). In general, multilingual learners with more than one alphabeti-
cal language tend to demonstrate advantages in PA. However, such advantage
may depend on learners’ proficiency in the PL and AL. It is likely that a greater
PA advantage is only observed for children who have high proficiency in their
respective languages (e.g., Bialystok, Luk, and Kwan 2005) or who have reached
a threshold proficiency level in their respective languages (Cummins 1979) after
longer exposure to the AL. For example, in a longitudinal study (Grades 3–4)
comparing French monolingual children with French-speaking children learning
Occitan (a French regional language), Laurent and Martinot (2010) found that
the bilingual advantage in phonological awareness only appeared in Grade 4
(i.e., after five consecutive years of classes) when the children reached high pro-
ficiency in both languages.
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12.3.2 Lexical and semantic development

In general, it is rare for multilinguals to have equivalent lexical knowledge in
their different languages. As a matter of fact, the lexical development of multilin-
guals is typically language-specific; that is, AL learners’ vocabulary knowledge
seems to be mostly associated with other aspects of the AL but not with vocabu-
lary knowledge in PL. For instance, Lindsey, Manis, and Balley (2003) found that
multilingual English (AL) – Spanish (L1) children’s English expressive vocabu-
lary was strongly associated with their English letter-word identification abilities,
while Spanish expressive vocabulary predicted Spanish letter-word identification
abilities. That is, these children’s English vocabulary did not predict their
Spanish letter-word identification abilities, and their Spanish vocabulary did not
affect their English letter-word identification abilities. Similarly, Páez, Tabor, and
López (2007) found that children with higher vocabulary skills in their AL
(English) had lower lexical abilities in their L1 (Spanish) and vice versa.

The PL lexicon may influence learners’ AL lexical organization, access to
word meanings, and vocabulary selection (Tabors, Páez, and López 2003). For
example, in Chinese, the word cup (杯子) is used to refer to all containers for
drinking liquids, whereas the word cup in English is used for drinking liquids
such as coffee or tea and the word glass is used for drinking liquids such as
wine and juice. A Chinese L1 learner of English is likely to use cup for wine in-
stead of glass (Li and Zhu 2013). Similarly, AL speakers may misuse words that
are superficially similar. For instance, a Spanish PL speaker used suburbio
(‘slum quarter’) for suburbs in English (AL).

When AL learners enter school, there may be discrepancies in their lexical
knowledge in the PL and AL. For example, a learner may know many words
related to math in his/her AL and many words related to daily life in his/her
PL. This is called distributed characteristic of multilingual word learning (Oller
2005). AL learners’ PL vocabulary may stagnate when entering school. A rapid
growth in AL vocabulary and stabilization of the PL vocabulary have often been
observed (De Houwer 2009; Wang 2008). Unless children continue to receive
enriched input in PL, they will make vocabulary gains in AL but not in PL.

Vocabulary discrepancies are also evident in AL learners’ receptive and ex-
pressive lexicons. It has been suggested that vocabulary growth may be seen in
comprehension (receptive lexicon) before production (expressive lexicon). A
discrepancy between receptive and expressive vocabulary growth has been
commonly reported in monolingual lexical acquisition (Bates, Bretherton, and
Snyder 1988) as well as in children who are exposed to more than one language.
Barnett et al. (2007) examined the vocabulary growth of 147 preschool children
who were learning English as an AL following one year of attendance in Head
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Start. The children demonstrated significant gains in receptive vocabulary on a
standardized measure but did not demonstrate comparable gains in expressive
vocabulary. This asymmetry of vocabulary development has also been noted by
other studies in the past, which found greater initial linguistic crossover from PL
to the AL for receptive tasks than for expressive tasks. Production tasks in the AL
require more lexical experience and prolonged lexical acquisition (Magiste 1979).

However, multilingualism does have positive effects on the overall process
of lexical acquisition. Recent research comparing monolingual children and
multilingual children in the classroom setting suggests that multilingual chil-
dren outperformed monolingual children on a word learning task where they
had to map novel words onto familiar referents, i.e., pictures of animals.
However, when the word learning task involved mapping novel words onto un-
familiar referents (i.e., pictures of aliens), multilinguals and monolinguals per-
formed identically (Kaushanskaya, Gross, and Buac 2014, discussed further in
Chapter 14, this volume).

12.3.2.1 Lexical mixing and semantic transfer

Although Cross-Linguistic Mixing (CLM) can affect different AL components, the
lexicon is the most affected area. Initially, learners may use the PL lexicon in the
AL. As they become more proficient, AL words also frequently appear in their PL.
A longitudinal study by Wang and Bernas (under review) suggests that multilin-
guals’ use of lexical mixing is, for the most time, not random or just a strategy to
compensate vocabulary deficiency. It serves many important communicative
functions for multilinguals. First, the lexical mixing produced by the children in
the study was functional from the very beginning and became increasingly dy-
namic over the years. Second, it had distinct developmental characteristics: an
instrumental function was more noticeable in early childhood; representational
and heuristic functions were more visible in middle childhood; and interactional,
personal, regulatory, and divertive functions were more prominent in adoles-
cence. Third, multilinguals progressively interweaved more than one function in
one single mixing through phonological manipulation and nonverbal cues to
achieve different communicative purposes and negotiate their multilingual and
multicultural identities. Overall, the multilingual participants in the study were
able to use lexical mixing to capitalize their multilingual resources to leverage
their intents in a socially intelligent way and maximize their communicative po-
tential. See Chapter 7, this volume, for a more in-depth discussion of CLM.

Moreover, AL learners may also exhibit semantic transfer as a result of
false friends (words that have common etymology but now have different
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meanings). A case in point is the Spanish word embarazada (‘pregnant’) and
the English word embarrassed (Brown and Attardo 2008).

12.3.2.2 Emotion and emotion-laden words

Emotion words (words directly referring to particular affective states such as
“scared” and “anxious”) and emotion-laden words (words that do not refer to
emotions directly but instead express emotion, such as “loser,” or elicit emo-
tions from interlocutors, such as “malignancy,”) are represented, processed,
and recalled differently from concrete words (e.g., “cup” or “chair”) and ab-
stract words (e.g., “myth” or “emancipation”) (e.g., Altarriba and Bauer 2004).
Some researchers suggest that emotion words and emotion-laden words should
be separated as a distinct class of words because they are more deeply encoded
in speakers’ L1 and depend more on context availability than other types of
words (e.g., Pavlenko 2008).

AL learners, especially those who are exposed to an AL later in upper grades,
are often hindered by their limited emotion and emotion-laden words in the AL,
especially when they need to express anger and frustration (Pavlenko 2008). This
is because a language acquired early in life (i.e., L1) is more emotional than an AL
learned later. At an early age, the development of the L1 linguistic system coin-
cides with the development of concepts and emotional regulation. In the process
of affective socialization in young children’s L1, some words become stimuli for
positive or negative arousal. However, when learning an AL at a later age (such
as during adolescence), learners need to develop such responses anew in the AL.
The school environment where most adolescents spend a substantial amount of
time daily may not necessarily offer the same opportunities for affective linguistic
conditioning as the environment where L1 is learned in childhood. Because ado-
lescent AL learners’ conceptual system and emotion regulation system may have
already reached a more or less stable state, many emotion and emotion-laden
words in the AL may not trigger their personal and affective associations or sen-
sory representations (Pavlenko 2008). Thus, many adolescent AL learners are
likely to experience difficulty in expressing emotion-related vocabulary.

12.3.3 Morphosyntactic development

Morphosyntactic development in AL learners is complex. On the one hand, early
language acquisition theories suggest that the process of acquiring grammatical
morphemes is similar in L1 or AL learners (e.g., Gass and Selinker 2001). On the
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other hand, depending on the learners’ L1 backgrounds, the AL morphology may
show different characteristics. For example, when expressing time in English, in-
flectional morphology is used (e.g., adding suffixes, -ed and -ing). In Chinese,
however, there is no system of grammatical morphology for tense. Instead, tem-
poral adverbs such as 左天 (‘yesterday’), 今天 (‘today’), and 明天 (‘tomorrow’)
are used to indicate the time in the past, present, and future (Li 2013). It is possi-
ble that Chinese L1 learners of English may have difficulties in learning the mor-
phological rules related to temporal reference. Likewise, these learners may also
have difficulties in several morphosyntactic areas such as passive voice, adver-
bial conjuncts, regular and irregular past tense, third-person singular, progres-
sive aspect -ing, copula be, and auxiliary do. Even though these areas can be
taught, adolescent AL learners of English may not always produce them correctly
in spontaneous speech and writing. In general, if the learners’ PL is closer to the
AL, acquisition will be facilitated, and if their PL is distant from the AL, learners
may have more difficulties in mastering AL morphosyntactic features.

12.3.4 Pragmatic development

Pragmatic skills are critical for building peer relationships and making academic
progress in the school environment. Moreover, the process of acquiring an AL is
not only a linguistic issue, but also a cultural one. Using the AL properly in the
right situation, to the right person, and for the right purpose (cultural pragmatic
acquisition) is particularly challenging for AL learners, especially in the areas of
apologizing, thanking, face-saving, conventions, and the cooperative strategy
(people cooperate to achieve mutual conversation ends). For example, Japanese
learners of English may express gratitude by saying, “I am sorry,” a direct trans-
fer from Sumimasen (which conveys a sense of gratitude, especially to persons
with higher status) (Brown 2000). The cooperative strategy is the most difficult
for AL learners to master. In different cultures, there are different styles of com-
munication and different ways in which men and women use language to com-
municate. For instance, among the Carib Indians in the Lesser Antilles, males
and females must use entirely different syntactic and phonological variations.
Similarly, Japanese women’s language and men’s language are differentiated by
formal (syntactic) variations, intonation patterns, and nonverbal expression
(Brown 2000). It is not an easy task for AL learners (especially adolescents) to
master the pragmatic aspects of the AL because learners may not know the idio-
matic expressions or cultural norms in the AL, or they may transfer their PL rules
and conventions to the AL.
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There are two commonly occurring pragmatic failures among AL learners:
pragma- linguistic failure and sociopragmatic failure. Pragmalinguistic failure
occurs when the pragmatics used by AL learners is systematically different
from the one used by native speakers of the target language or when speech act
strategies are inappropriately transferred from PL to the AL. Pragmalinguistic
failure can be illustrated by the example of transferring the Russian word
конечно (‘of course’) in place of да (‘yes’) in English as in “Are you coming to
the party?” “Of course”. When конечно is transferred into English in this way,
it may be interpreted as a peremptory response or even as an insult, as if the
first speaker is asking a question that is stupid to ask or to which the answer is
self-evident. Sociopragmatic failure refers to different communication practices
based on different cultural beliefs in social interaction. For instance, a Russian
speaker asks an American for a cigarette on the assumption that Americans
share cigarettes with strangers as in Russia (Baba 2010).

12.3.5 Narrative and literacy development

12.3.5.1 Narratives in the AL

A close relationship between narrative skills and literacy is well-documented.
Depending on children’s age, AL learners’ narrative development may fall into
two categories. For those children who are at the beginning of elementary
grades, their AL narrative development may be similar to their native-speaking
peers. Like their peers, AL learners at the beginning of schooling are in the pro-
cess of developing their narrative abilities. Although AL learners tend to under-
achieve in AL vocabulary and morphosyntactic comprehension compared with
their monolingual peers, they do equally well in the macro-structure narrative
complexity (Bonifacci et al. 2018), as well as narrative production and compre-
hension (Boerma et al. 2016).

Nevertheless, if learners who have already developed a narrative structure
in their PL learn AL in the mid or late elementary school years, their narrative
structure may exhibit different characteristics as suggested in previous stud-
ies. The question is whether these later AL learners’ narrative differences only
show in some narrative domains or whether they demonstrate a completely
different narrative process. A study by Viberg (2001) suggests that the multi-
lingual Swedish-Finnish children tended to provide more detailed and con-
crete narrative versions in both of their languages than monolingual children.
However, these children provided a similar narrative structure in both of their
languages.
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12.3.5.2 Universal and language-specific factors in literacy development

The language-universal theory suggests that specific cognitive and linguistic pro-
cesses are related across languages and are basic to reading in any language
(Geva and Siegel 2000). Some language-general linguistic knowledge such as
phonological awareness might need to be acquired only once while acquiring PL
literacy, whereas other processes might need to be acquired for each language
(Durgunoğlu 2002). For other areas, such as semantic processing, PL and AL
skills are likely separate (Cobo-Lewis et al. 2002). Grammatical knowledge is
likely to be related across languages if the grammatical structures are formed in
similar ways, and unrelated if the structures are unique to the PL or AL and re-
quire experience with the given language (Gottardo 2002).

Thus, the PL and AL might provide unique and different contributions to read-
ing development. For example, the script and phonology of the PL and the AL can
explain the relationships between reading and oral language in the PL and AL
(e.g., Geva and Siegel 2000). The degree of similarity between the PL and AL pho-
nology will affect language-specific phonological representations (see Eckman
2004 for a review) and written language acquisition (Wade-Woolley and Geva
2000). In addition, the syllabic structure of the language can have an impact on
the ways speakers segment their language (Ziegler and Goswami 2005). For exam-
ple, English is characterized by complex syllable onsets and syllable boundaries
that are unclear (Álvarez, Carreiras, and Taft 2001). These properties might make
speakers more sensitive to onset-rime segments (DeCara and Goswami 2003).
Spanish has a simpler syllabic structure with consistent and easy-to-determine syl-
lable boundaries (Bradley, Sanchez-Casas, and Garcia-Albea 1993). Therefore, the
syllable might be a more psychologically salient sub-lexical unit in Spanish
(Álvarez, Carreiras, and Perea 2004).

In addition to the phonological properties of the PL and AL, differences in
the ways languages map print to speech might affect the relationships between
PL and AL reading skills (Ziegler and Goswami 2005). A PL with a shallow or-
thography (a writing system that has direct spelling-sound correspondences) is
likely to facilitate AL reading to a greater extent than a PL with a deep orthogra-
phy (a writing system that does not have a one-to-one correspondence between
sounds (phonemes) and the letters (graphemes) that represent them) (e.g.,
Gottardo et al. 2001).

Further, a study by Kahn-Horwitz, Schwartz, and Share (2011) examined
the impact of Russian and Hebrew literacy on English orthographic knowl-
edge needed for spelling and decoding among fifth graders. They compared
the performance of three groups: Russian-Hebrew-speaking emerging triliter-
ates, Russian-Hebrew-speaking emerging biliterates who were not literate in
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Russian (but only in Hebrew), and Hebrew-speaking emerging biliterates. Because
of the similarities between Russian and English orthographies, Russian-Hebrew-
speaking emerging triliterates outperformed both other groups on spelling and
decoding of short vowels and consonant clusters. However, all three groups expe-
rienced difficulty with spelling and decoding the digraph th as well as the split
digraph (silent e). Even the Russian-Hebrew-speaking emerging triliterates did not
achieve anywhere close to ceiling results for either spelling or decoding of short
vowels after 3 years of English literacy instruction. This result clearly reflects the
challenges presented by English orthography.

In her analyses of writing in schools, Christie, Derewianka, and Hylands
(2010) found that children writing in English as an L1 begin to learn to expand
the nominal group structure at around the age of seven and, as they mature,
they increase the resources available to them for nominal group expansion.
Christie and colleagues explain that such a facility assists in the building of
the lexical density that marks mature written language. Coffin (2006) shows
that texts produced by AL learners at later points in school differ considerably
from those written by younger learners; the differences in their texts include
increased nominalization and generalization/abstraction created through com-
plexity within the nominal group. Research suggests that pedagogical inter-
vention, specific instruction, and sufficient input (Marti ́n U ́riz and Whittaker
2005), as well as more cognitively demanding tasks, do help AL learners im-
prove their writing.

Literacy activities or performances are never pure linguistic events.
Instead, they are always organized on the basis of the integration of a learn-
er’s cultural beliefs and values. In literacy practices, AL learners will always
incorporate their cultural values, beliefs, emotions, practices, identity, and
resources into the organization of literacy activities. In other words, when
different cultural and linguistic systems interact, learners rarely simply re-
place one linguistic system with the other; in fact, their literacy activities
tend to reflect the integration of more than one system. The creative forms of
literacy practices that learners draw from their existing pool of languages
and literacy practices in their homes, schools, and communities that blend
familiar practices with new forms are called syncretic literacy (e.g., Curdt-
Christiansen 2013). A growing body of research has suggested that syncretic
literacy is a common practice in classrooms among children and adolescents
who are exposed to more than one linguistic system and culture (Souto-
Manning 2013).
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12.3.6 AL figurative language development

Figurative language is a general term for linguistic expressions, such as meta-
phors, idioms, similes, proverbs, humor, jokes, hyperbole, irony, and proverbs.
The interpretation of figurative language is nonliteral, where the meaning of
the expression as a whole cannot be computed directly from the meaning of its
constituents (Vulchanova et al. 2015). Many factors (such as cognitive, seman-
tic, pragmatic, metalinguistic knowledge, and literacy of a speaker) are at play
in appreciating and producing figurative language.

It typically takes a long time for a speaker in any language to become
more proficient in figurative language comprehension and use. It is not until
age 10 that most children have the true ability to interpret metaphors (Hoff
2009). Similarly, children start to appreciate and use context in idiom compre-
hension at about age 9 (Laval 2003) with a peak at around 11 years old
(Vulchanova et al. 2015). But, it is during adolescence that the understanding
of figurative language becomes reliable. There is a U-shaped curve in the pro-
duction of figurative language. During early childhood, preschoolers are com-
monly observed using imaginative expressions such as “The faucet is crying”
and “Pretend the headlights are eyes”. During middle childhood, the use of
imaginative expressions decreases, but the expressions increase again during
adolescence (Nippold 2007).

Depending on AL learners’ prior knowledge of figurative language in
their PL, adolescent AL learners already possess a rich idiomatic knowledge
base in their PL in addition to their cognitive advancement. They are able to
detect idioms in readings with ease. However, they may not be able to under-
stand and interpret AL figurative meanings right away. They may first use a
literal interpretation, and after that fails, they may begin to try other strate-
gies. AL learners’ ability to make sense of figurative language largely de-
pends on their mastery of the AL. Research suggests that AL learners use
cues to understand and interpret figurative language such as vivid phrasal
idioms in addition to the pragmatic system that they employ in order to con-
struct the appropriate cultural meaning of a given idiom in the AL. Idiomatic
understanding in an AL is a continuous and interactive/integrative process.
AL learners transact and produce meaning from a text and from what they
bring to the dynamic act of reading by way of their prior personal and cul-
tural background knowledge, experience, interests, values, and societal para-
digms (Liontas 2002).
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12.4 Summary

This chapter has briefly touched upon the complexity of multilingual children
learning an AL in the school environment and the typical mechanisms they use
to acquire the AL. Characteristics demonstrated in various aspects of AL attain-
ment were also addressed to shed light on how multilingual learners develop
the AL while learning different subjects. As our world becomes increasingly
globalized, more children enter classrooms with more than one language.
Thus, longitudinal research in the school context is critically needed to help us
better understand how educational systems can ensure the sustainability of
multilingual development.
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Ulrike Jessner and Manon Megens

13 Language Attrition in Multilinguals

13.1 Introduction
During recent years, research interest in the contact between more than two lan-
guages has increased. Consequently, attitudes have changed from negative to
seemingly embracing a higher level of awareness of the complexity and dynam-
ics of multilingualism. Over the last 20 years, research on multilingualism and
third or additional language acquisition has progressively intensified. One of
the main goals has been to describe multilingual phenomena in order to investi-
gate differences and similarities between second and third language acquisition.
Multilinguals, however, not only acquire or learn languages, but also experience
language attrition over time with ongoing changes in dominance, proficiency,
and linguistic skills in each and all of their languages. To date, language attri-
tion in multilinguals remains under-researched, and research on the attrition of
more than one language within the individual is virtually non-existent.

The present chapter deals with attrition in multilinguals from a dynamics
and complexity systems (DSCT) perspective, in particular from the perspective
of the Dynamic Model of Multilingualism (DMM; Herdina and Jessner 2002).
Multilingualism and multilingual development in the present chapter refer to
the use and development of more than two languages. This means that a differ-
ence is made between bilingualism and multilingualism because of the quanti-
tative distinction between these two and the greater complexity and diversity of
the factors involved in the development and use of three or more languages.

We will first give an overview of the field and study of language attrition, deal-
ing with definitions and theories used to conceptualize the phenomenon and the
most important factors that (might) influence the attrition process. Since research
on language attrition to date mainly takes a bilingual approach and studies lan-
guage attrition in bilinguals, we will then present a multilingual holistic approach
to language attrition, discussing the dynamics and complexity of multilingual de-
velopment, language attrition, and language maintenance (effort) in multilingual
systems. In support of the crucial role that language attrition plays in the dynamic
and complex process of multilingual development, we will follow with an overview
of attrition studies, focusing particularly on research involving more than two lan-
guages. A conclusion and outlook will be presented at the end of the chapter.
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13.2 The study of language attrition:
historical and current perspectives

13.2.1 Definitions

Language attrition has been defined as the “non-pathological decrease in profi-
ciency in a language that has previously been acquired by an individual”
(Köpke and Schmid 2004: 5). The study of this phenomenon gained momentum
in the years following a conference organized at the University of Pennsylvania
in 1980 (Bardovi-Harlig and Stringer 2010). The major contributions to this con-
ference were then edited by Lambert and Freed (1982) into a volume entitled
The Loss of Language Skills. As the use of the term “loss” in the title indicates,
this conference covered a broader spectrum of phenomena than what is de-
scribed as attrition by Köpke and Schmid (2004). In fact, language attrition re-
search has historically been aligned with research on other types of language
loss. These include pathological language loss (aphasia) as well as intergenera-
tional language loss or shift of language skills in speech communities, which is
often termed “language shift”. Therefore, the addition of the adjective “non-
pathological” and the focus placed on the individual in Köpke and Schmid’s
(2004) definition stands to reason in order to separate the object under investi-
gation from other phenomena it used to be aligned with.

Ecke (2004: 322) defines language attrition along similar lines, describing it
as “the decline of any language (L1 or L2), skill or portion thereof in a healthy
individual speaker.” The latter definition rightly underlines that the term attri-
tion does not necessarily denote a decrease in global language proficiency; in-
stead, attrition may only affect certain language skills, and even those only
partly. In any case, these processes all lead to a “reduction or simplification of
language systems and/or the impairment of access to them, [which] is assumed
to be a normal, often inevitable aspect of language development in the lifespan
of a bi- or multilingual speaker” (Ecke and Hall 2013: 735).

13.2.2 Theories on language attrition

As becomes evident from above, research on attrition stresses that linguistic
knowledge is not necessarily fully lost from memory, nor that it is irretrievably
covered up and obliterated completely by more newly acquired knowledge.
Instead, knowledge that is rarely or not used becomes less interconnected and
therefore more difficult to access for the language user. To account for this
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notion, several scholars, in particular from the psycholinguistic branch of attri-
tion research, draw attention to theories and hypotheses of related disciplines,
for instance, the neurolinguistic Activation Threshold Hypothesis (ATH) by
Paradis (2004) or the Savings Hypothesis/Paradigm as discussed by de Bot,
Martens and Stoessel (2004). The “retrieval slowdown and failure theory” and
the “interference theory”, two theories of forgetting, have also been discussed
in this context (for more on theories of forgetting and language attrition, see
Ecke 2004).

Other linguistic, psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic theories and hypothe-
ses within attrition research, again, are often borrowed from related fields and
disciplines (for detailed overviews of different theories, see e.g., Bardovi-Harlig
and Stringer 2010; Köpke 2007). It should be noted, however, that most attrition
research to date has not been based on theoretical-probing studies but rather
on investigations focused on descriptive data and on the factors that influence
language attrition.

13.2.3 Factors influencing language attrition

In her theoretical article, Köpke (2007) enumerates a variety of factors that
influence language attrition. She discusses four brain mechanisms (biological
factors) that attrition seems to be dependent upon, namely plasticity (closely
linked to the age factor), activation (thresholds), inhibition, and emotional im-
plications, i.e., subcortical involvement (Köpke 2007: 10‒15). These mecha-
nisms, according to Köpke (2007: 15), “seem also to be reflected in the cognitive
processes implied in language attrition,” such as memory, aptitude, literacy,
and task dependency. Attrition, though clearly defined as an individual phe-
nomenon (see section 13.2.1), is closely related to social aspects of language
use, i.e., external factors, too. Influencing external factors are language contact
and use, the cultural context, and attitudinal factors such as motivation, as dis-
cussed by Köpke (2007: 22‒26), but also the acquisition setting, the educational
level, and the nature of instruction (for a detailed discussion of external factors
in L1 and L2 attrition research and studies, see also Bardovi-Harlig and Stringer
2010).

Generally, it has been assumed that language disuse is the primary factor
governing language attrition (e.g., Herdina and Jessner 2002; Köpke 2007;
Schmid 2007). Intuitively, this seems to make sense, but more current research
has failed to find strong empirical evidence for the prediction that language dis-
use will lead to language attrition. While Köpke (1999) and Hulsen (2000),
for instance, reported on a positive correlation between infrequent use and
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attrition, Schmid (2007: 150) concludes that “while there clearly is an attrition
effect, the amount of use of the L1 in daily life does not seem to have any pre-
dictive power for this effect”. Both Köpke (2007) and Schmid (2007) argue that
it is not enough to consider the frequency of language contact and use only and
emphasize that one has to look at its quality in addition. It will make a differ-
ence whether a person only engages in activities that employ receptive skills or
if s/he actually speaks or writes in this language (Köpke 2007: 23). Based on
Grosjean’s (2001) Language Mode Continuum, Schmid (2007: 139‒141) further
distinguishes between five types of language use among emigrants and stresses
that these types place different demands on the activation or inhibition levels,
respectively, of the L1 and the L2. For this reason, she stresses that the different
types of language mode, i.e., types of language contact and use, “should not be
lumped together under the common factor ‘L1 contact’ in attrition studies”
(Schmid 2007: 141).

Finally, “language contact and use” also means contact with and use of
other languages. With respect to language attrition, however, research on the
influence of contact with and use of another (foreign) language is a quite recent
phenomenon, and the influence of two or more other (foreign) languages, as in
multilingualism, is still in its infancy.

13.3 Approaching a holistic bilingual view
on language attrition

While language attrition has been studied for a long time as a process largely
divorced from other linguistic developmental processes without taking into ac-
count the use of and contact with other languages, in the first years of the new
millennium, it became widely recognized that language attrition “usually pro-
ceeds in the context of broader changes to the linguistic system, for example as
a result of the simultaneous acquisition of another language” (Opitz 2013: 702).
As De Bot and Hulsen (2002: 262) point out, “[l]anguages are never lost in isola-
tion, and L1 attrition typically comes as a by-product of language contact, par-
ticularly in migrant settings”. Also, Schmid (2007: 151) elaborates that “the
findings from [her] investigation suggest that it is relatively meaningless to
study the attrition and use of only one of a bilingual’s languages in isolation,
and exclude the development and use of the other [and that the] results suggest
a delicate balance of the two language systems and their activation, inhibition,
and accessibility”. These and other such observations have led to the integra-
tion of the notion of “multi-competence”, which has been defined as “the
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knowledge of more than one language in the same mind” (Cook 2003: 2‒3) and,
more recently, as “the overall systems of a mind or a community that uses more
than one language” (Cook 2016: 2), and to dynamic views of bi-/multilingual
development within language attrition research (e.g., De Bot 2007; Herdina and
Jessner 2002; Jessner 2003). Recent research (e.g., Opitz 2013; Schmid and
Köpke 2017; Seton and Schmid 2016) takes this holistic view on language
attrition.

It should be noted, however, that most researchers who take a holistic ap-
proach study language attrition in bilinguals. While some researchers might
even apply the term “multilingualism” or “multilinguals” (e.g., Schmid 2013) to
their work, they study language attrition in one of a bilingual’s two languages
or language development in two languages (one attrition, one acquisition). In
other words, they do not differentiate between bilingualism and multilingual-
ism. Their focus of research is on a maximum of two languages or language sys-
tems in interaction. From our research perspective, these researchers are taking
a bilingual holistic approach to language attrition and not a multilingual holis-
tic approach, as will be discussed in the following section.

13.4 A multilingual holistic approach to language
attrition

13.4.1 The dynamics and complexity of multilingual
development in multilingual systems

More recent work in second language acquisition and/or development (SLA/SLD),
and particularly in the fields of multilingualism and third or additional language
acquisition (TLA), has increasingly adopted a more complex and dynamic ap-
proach based on either Dynamic Systems Theory (DST) or Complexity Theory (CT)
or both (e.g., Jessner 2008; Larsen-Freeman and Cameron 2008). Within this
approach, language is conceived as a complex dynamic system, and language
development is seen as being shaped by “interrelated patterns of experience,
social interaction and cognitive processes” (‘Five Graces Group’ 2009: 2). The
Dynamic Model of Multilingualism (DMM) by Herdina and Jessner (2002) was
the first published monograph to address the application of dynamic systems
and/or complexity theory (DSCT) to multilingualism, i.e., in multilingual de-
velopment and use.

In the past decades, research into language acquisition and development,
in particular in the fields of SLA and TLA, has moved away from seeing these
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processes as an ordered sequence of individual steps towards an (idealized)
end-state (i.e. native-speaker-like competence). In such (linear) reductionist
models, a certain amount of input is often assumed to result in a proportion-
ate degree of growth; moreover, such traditional models look at growth or in-
crease but do not account for or simply ignore decline or attrition. In the
DMM, however, language development is not seen as a linear process; instead
it is “made of non-linear and reversible processes: that is, development refers
to both acquisition and attrition” (Jessner, Megens, and Graus 2016: 196), and
attrition is thus an integral and normal part of (multilingual) language devel-
opment itself (Jessner 2003, 2008). An individual’s communicative needs, or
rather perceived communicative needs, are seen as the central factor behind
language development: “Language change in the individual results from ad-
justing one’s language system(s) to one’s communicative needs” (Herdina
and Jessner 2002: 74). From this it becomes clear that the description of indi-
vidual multilingual development, that is, contact with more than two lan-
guages during the life-span, has to take changes in multilingual proficiency
into account. Figure 13.1 (based on Herdina and Jessner 2002: 124, fig. 29b)
models the development of a multilingual system; that is, it shows how a tri-
lingual learner develops language proficiency in more than two languages
during a certain period of time. While the primary language system remains
dominant during this time, the simultaneously acquired secondary system
undergoes development – it declines. The development of the third, tertiary
language system is dependent on the development of the other two language
systems.

As pointed out by Herdina and Jessner (2002: 88‒89), the graphs used in the
DMM “simply relate language learning to time needed and predict the modifica-
tions in expected language growth due to the effect of certain factors assumed to
affect multilinguals and ignore the fact that the level of achievement is heteroge-
nous even in monolinguals, let alone multilinguals”. Yet, this figure illustrates
well how language systems develop, i.e., both grow and decline, in a non-linear
manner.

Languages within the individual are not seen as separate from each other;
rather, in the DMM, the multilingual language system is a complex dynamic
system which consists of other nested systems (i.e., the language systems LS1,
LS2, LS3, etc.), all of which are in constant interaction with each other and
within the multilingual system and with the environment (i.e., between the in-
dividual and society) in ongoing processes of change and development. In
other words, language systems are interconnected and interdependent, “and it
would therefore not make sense to look at the systems in terms of isolated
development” (Herdina and Jessner 2002: 92).
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The necessity of adopting a multilingual holistic perspective is deter-
mined not only by the complex crosslinguistic interactions (CLINs) of the mul-
tilingual system due to contact with different language speakers and
languages and, thus, interdependent with the multilingual’s perceived com-
municative needs, but also by the change of quality of the multilingual mind
that arises from them. The system as a whole develops properties that its indi-
vidual parts do not, and these emergent properties, collectively referred to in
the DMM as the M-factor or M-effect, refer “to proficiency skills as developed
in the multilingual speakers [and] include skills in language learning, lan-
guage management and language maintenance” (Herdina and Jessner 2002:
131). The new qualities that emerge, such as an enhanced level of multilingual
awareness including “at least two dimensions of awareness in the form of
crosslinguistic and metalinguistic awareness” (Jessner, Megens and Graus,
2016: 208), distinguish multilinguals from bilinguals and, of course, from
their monolingual counterparts (Jessner 2018; Megens 2011). CLIN phenomena
thus work on both the linguistic and the cognitive level of multilingual devel-
opment and use and refer to the language systems as well as to increased mul-
tilingual awareness and metacognitive skills in multilinguals (Jessner,
Megens, and Graus 2016; for a detailed discussion of the phenomena touched
upon above, see Chapter 15, this volume).

Figure 13.1: Learner multilingualism: overall development (Herdina and Jessner 2002: 124,
reprinted with permission) LSn = prior language system(s); LSp = primary language
system; LSs = secondary language system; LSt = tertiary language system; ISP = ideal
native speaker proficiency; RSP = rudimentary speaker proficiency; t = time;
l = language level.
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Precisely because the dynamic complex multilingual system and its emer-
gent properties are in a constant process of adaptation and (internal) reorgani-
zation, it has a sensitive dependence on initial conditions – “another key
feature of complex systems inherent to multilingualism” (Jessner 2018: 34) –
such as the different ways of learning (i.e., naturalistic and/or instructed and
formal language learning) and the proficiency in a given language at the onset
of non-use in the context of multilingual development/attrition (Megens 2019).

13.4.2 Language attrition in multilingual systems

One of the main tenets of a DSCT perspective concerns language development
as consisting of processes of language growth and language attrition. In the
DMM, Herdina and Jessner (2002) pinpoint language loss as one of the key as-
pects of the development of multilingual systems. According to Fase, Jaspaert,
and Kroon (1992: 9),

[f]rom a psycholinguistic point of view, the pattern of language loss may offer insights
into the structure of the linguistic system. In much the same way as language acquisition
is believed to be governed by general principles of language and language ability, pat-
terns of language loss are believed to offer a similar view of language, be it from the other
end. [. . .] [T]he explanation for systematicity in both fields raises similar questions: the
universality of the process, the role of interlinguistic versus intralinguistic factors in the
explanation of the process, the degree to which competence and/or performance is in-
volved. [. . .] In another sense, language loss relates closely to research in language varia-
tion and language change.

The DMM regards language attrition as something natural that can be observed
in all forms of language development and use, and in both non-native and native
speakers, and describes the process itself as one of “gradual decay in time”
(Jessner 2003: 237‒239). Furthermore, it points out two general theories of for-
getting which may be applied to research on language attrition:
1. Theory of forgetting as a gradual process of information decay: here the attri-

tion is seen to pertain to the time component, i.e., “the longer the phase be-
tween learning and forgetting, the more difficult or less likely the particular
recall of an item of information will be”, and

2. Cognitive interference theory: here, “the access to information is reduced
because old information is covered up by new [one and so] the linguistic
knowledge relevant to the language systems is interpreted as competing for
memory space and recall as known from cognitive linguistics research”
(Herdina and Jessner 2002: 94‒95).
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Herdina and Jessner (2002) state that due to its dynamic nature, language attri-
tion is inevitably linked to language maintenance. According to the DMM, the
reason for language attrition is a lack of language maintenance effort (LME; see
below). Since the multilingual’s time and energy are naturally limited and the
lack of “refreshment” of what is already known leads to an adaptation of the sys-
tem, it gradually starts eroding and the language loss curve (see Figure 13.1) ap-
pears. At first, language attrition goes almost unnoticed owing to the fact that
the system is able “to absorb the effect of decreasing language use by internal
adjustments which are not perceived by the outward observer” (Herdina and
Jessner 2002: 97). The multilingual individual might, for example, use fewer syn-
onyms or less elaborated structures during this stage. After this initial phase, the
gradual loss curve suddenly drops dramatically. Herdina and Jessner (2002: 105)
explain the decrease in the (idealized) inverted sine curve as follows:

One of the reasons for the sharp decline after a more gradual initial deterioration can be
found in the self-reinforcing processes entailed in language loss: for example, loss of lan-
guage competence will lead to a reduction in use, as the command of the language is
more difficult to maintain and the risk of exposure by goofing and resulting stigmatiza-
tion is greater and naturally avoided.

Here the importance of individual (social, psycholinguistic and cognitive) fac-
tors in language attrition becomes apparent. Additionally, the DMM poses that
a heightened monitoring effort and metalinguistic abilities could also counter-
act a reduced system (Herdina and Jessner 2002: 115‒116; see Megens 2019).

13.4.3 Language maintenance (effort) in multilingual systems

The development of any language system, and of a multilingual system in par-
ticular, requires effort, regardless of whether this endeavor is conscious and in-
tentional (e.g., as in school language learners) or less deliberate (as in a natural
acquisition context). Yet, it is often neglected in language acquisition and de-
velopment research that effort is also necessary in maintaining language profi-
ciency that was already achieved. As De Bot (2004: 234) relates:

[. . .] the average multilingual is faced with the fact that all those languages in the system
need maintenance and advanced use to keep them. The discussion on retention of new
languages to the system is not about how much memory space we have to store language
material, since there probably is no real limit there, but about the time and resources
needed to keep all parts of the system in the foreground of processing.
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Throwing a brief glance at terminology, Hyltenstam and Stroud (1996: 568), for
instance, do not use the terms “retention” and “maintenance” synonymously.
In contrast to De Bot (2004), they differentiate between language retention as
“the individual ability to keep up a language system” on the one side, and lan-
guage maintenance with regard to social aspects (e.g., “a speech community
tries to continue to use its traditional language although threatened by lan-
guage shift to the dominant language of the community”) on the other side
(Hyltenstam and Stroud 1996: 568). The DMM does not make this distinction
but uses only “language maintenance” as a general term and, according to the
model, the “language maintenance effort” (LME) can be seen as composed of or
dependent on:
1. The language use factor: (re)activation and renewal of various parts of the

linguistic system/subsystem(s) e.g. through actual use of the language in
communication or otherwise,

2. “[T]he language awareness factor: a factorial specification of what has
been discussed as metalinguistic awareness” (Herdina and Jessner 2002:
106).

It should be noted here that in everyday situations, LME does not need to take
place deliberately and does not always occur consciously, as it does in a classroom
or in an explicit situation when the speaker is purposely pursuing communicative
situations in any given language. LME may also happen incidentally, without voli-
tion: incidental exposure to the language or thinking in or about language and
reflecting on learning and maintenance processes constitute LME too.

If LME is the mainstay of maintaining the stability of a language system,
it logically follows that its absence can be considered as the core of attrition
(de Bot 2004). Deficient LME can even go so far as to lead to a displacement of
one language system by another. A less drastic outcome is a change of domi-
nance within the system. Yet, wanting to maintain three or more languages at a
similar (dominance) level, i.e. wanting to counteract the “complex process of
competition between existing and developing psycholinguistic systems for lim-
ited resources [is very] strenuous” (Jessner 2003: 241) and requires a dispropor-
tionally larger effort than keeping just one or two language systems stable.

LME, thus, is particularly relevant in multilinguals and its importance be-
comes evident when investigating multilingual systems, where multiple subsys-
tems compete both for limited cognitive capacities in terms of on-line processing,
recall or working memory, and for time and resources in terms of LME. The larger
the number of these competing systems in continuous contact and interaction,
the greater the changes within the multilingual systems will be, influencing the
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proficiency in the respective language system(s), which is additionally inter-
dependent on the transformations in the (perceived) communicative needs
in the environment (Megens 2019). While during these processes some lan-
guage systems may be maintained or stabilized, others may gradually attrite
(Herdina and Jessner 2013).

The dynamics and complexity of all the CLINs within the multilingual sys-
tems makes evident why the theoretical basis for the research carried out on
multilingual development in general, and language attrition in multilinguals in
particular, is provided by the DMM, which relates “variables and phenomena,
such as language acquisition, language maintenance effort, transfer/interfer-
ence, and loss of languages to each other” (Ecke 2004: 326). This multilingual
holistic approach, as discussed above, allows us to study “language attrition in
multilinguals” (multilinguals “forgetting” any of their three or more languages)
and “multilingual attrition” (multilinguals “forgetting” two or more of their lan-
guages) (Megens and Jessner 2016).

13.5 Studies on language attrition in
multilinguals

Since language attrition emerged as an independent field of research, most
studies have examined the attrition of the L1 in an L2 environment, i.e., the at-
trition of bilingual immigrants’ first or native language (for an extensive over-
view of L1 attrition in an L2 context up to 2015, see Schmid, 2016). Within the
field of attrition research this type of attrition is distinguished from research on
the attrition of languages learned or acquired later in life (Megens 2011). In re-
search on L2 attrition, or better, attrition in languages that are not the L1, there
is often little or no systematic differentiation between different types
(i.e., second, third or even further/additional [foreign] languages). The amount
and quality of input in, exposure and contact to, and use of a language learned
in an explicit, formal, instructed-learning setting, however, will generally differ
substantially from – and thus present a fundamental difference in terms of ini-
tial conditions with – situations where a language is (also) learned and used in
a more implicit, naturalistic way, as it often takes place in immersion or migra-
tion contexts. Within the broader category of what we will term “non-L1 attri-
tion”, we therefore distinguish “foreign language (FL) attrition”, which focuses
on those languages (L2, L3, L4, . . . Ln) that have been acquired in an institu-
tional formal learning setting but do not form a significant part of the learner’s
everyday life outside this context.
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To date, only a small number of studies on language attrition have included
participants who are multilingual, namely Cohen (1989), Weltens (1989), Grendel
(1993), Nakuma (1997), Mehotcheva (2010) and the LAILA and LAILA-BICs project
studies (2011‒2016, further described in 13.5.2). With the exception of Cohen
(1989), all these studies investigated foreign language attrition. To our knowledge,
only the LAILA and LAILA-BICs studies have analyzed multilingual attrition, that
is, taking more than one of the multilingual’s attriting language systems into ac-
count. In the following section, these studies and selected findings will be outlined
and linked to other studies within the field as well as to the multilingual holistic
approach to language attrition in multilinguals, described in the previous
sections.

13.5.1 Language attrition studies with multilingual subjects

Cohen (1989) investigated the retention of productive lexical knowledge in two
English-Hebrew bilingual children (age 9 and 13) who had acquired Portuguese
as an L3 during a one-year stay in Brazil. A picture-based storytelling task un-
covered attrition in productive lexical knowledge (particularly nouns) of both
children nine months after leaving Brazil. The younger sibling gradually started
using shorter and fewer t-units (independent clause with whatever dependent
clauses, phrases and words) per utterance and attrited proportionately more
nouns than words from other word classes unlike the older sibling. Cohen
(1989) found that the children could still identify most of the words in question
in an oral recognition task, leading him to conclude that “these words were not
lost from memory but that the memory links were increasingly blocked [. . .] pre-
venting the production of the desired word” (Cohen 1989: 147). Olshtain (1986)
found similar results when using, among other tasks, the same story-telling
tasks as Cohen (1989) to examine the attrition of English as a second language
in L1-Hebrew children aged 5‒14. The children had learned English during a
prolonged stay (minimum 2 years) in an English-speaking environment and
were tested immediately and six months after their return to Israel. The lan-
guage samples elicited by oral and written tests showed considerable lexical
loss for the younger group and that lexical attrition was far less pronounced
within the older group, though there were signs of early attrition such as re-
trieval difficulties and transfer errors. Olshtain (1986) ascribes the difference be-
tween the two groups to the fact that the older ones were literate and thus able
to stay in contact with English via reading.

Weltens (1989) investigated foreign language attrition during a longer pe-
riod of non-use. The study focused on the attrition of French (L3, L4 or L5)
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among 150 Dutch L1 secondary school graduates, two and four years after the
end of formal instruction. A combination of a longitudinal and cross-sectional
design and a variety of receptive tests were used. Additionally, the researcher
collected self-report data with the help of a questionnaire. The test results
yielded only very little attrition in the lexical and in the grammatical area. With
listening and reading skills, there was even a gain. Furthermore, there was no
difference found between the two training levels. Weltens (1989) partly ascribed
the small amount of attrition to the lack of time-pressure during the tests. This
was also confirmed by the participants in the self-report questionnaire who had
the impression of having “lost” fairly more than what the tests actually indi-
cated. However, this did not fully explain the results. Weltens, van Els and
Schils (1989: 214), referring to Weltens’ (1989) study, supposed that either fur-
ther academic training and/or the learning of other foreign languages was ben-
eficial to the retention of French. The importance of the influence of additional
further language learning is emphasized in the DMM which attributes catalyzing
effects to multiple language acquisition. Responsible for this is the M-factor,
mainly constituted of metalinguistic awareness (see Chapter 15, this volume).
From a DMM point of view, Weltens, van Els and Schils’ (1989) assumption and
Weltens’ (1989) results in general could therefore be seen as an indicator of the
beneficial effects of metalinguistic awareness on language attrition (Megens
2019). Apart from this outcome, Weltens’ (1989) study confirmed Bahrick’s (1984)
finding that attrition seems to be independent of the training level.

Bahrick (1984) studied over 500 individuals in the USA, of whom we as-
sume many to have been multilinguals. Their instruction in Spanish had oc-
curred from one to fifty years prior to being tested. Their initial proficiency
(measured as “level of training” or the number of Spanish courses taken in
high school and college) did not make a difference: during the first five years,
the “total amount of content to be forgotten [was] relatively constant” across
the groups, but this amount “becomes a progressively smaller portion of total
knowledge with the higher levels of training” (Bahrick 1984: 116). This still left
those with higher initial proficiency with a greater proportion of knowledge,
meaning that the higher the training level, the greater the amount of content
likely to be retained. Moreover, Bahrick (1984) reports that the grades received
in the courses were valid predictors of performance even several decades after
training had ceased. As grades can, to some degree, be considered as an indica-
tor of language proficiency, these findings indicate that higher proficiency is
associated with better retention. Bahrick (1984: 16) also remarks that attrition
affected “smaller portions of recognition vocabulary than of recall vocabulary,”
assuming that productive skills are more vulnerable to attrition than receptive
ones. The results furthermore show that after an initial period of fairly sharp
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decrease, which lasts about three to six years, the language knowledge remains
remarkably stable for almost twenty-five years or even longer. In this case,
Bahrick (1984: 111‒114) speaks of “permastore content”. De Bot and Clyne
(1989: 167) examined the same phenomenon of “critical threshold” after which
there is (almost) no attrition in their longitudinal study with Dutch-English bi-
linguals (or multilinguals). From a DMM perspective, this threshold phenome-
non describes a typical chaotic state where the balance or the equilibrium is
redressed after some time.

Grendel (1993) used Weltens’ (1989) study design to again investigate the at-
trition of French (L3, L4 or L5) among Dutch learners and, like Weltens, focused
on receptive skills only. She, however, decided to use a lexical decision paradigm;
that is, a time limit for completing the test was set. Despite a four-year span dur-
ing which French was not used by the participants, Grendel (1993) found no signs
of attrition either. For this reason, Weltens and Grendel (1993: 154) concluded that
“future studies of language attrition should focus on language production”.

In contrast to the studies discussed so far, Nakuma (1997) focused primarily
on communicative rather than on linguistic competence in his pilot study with
thirteen Spanish L3 subjects. Nakuma (1997: 233) uses the term L3 as “a conve-
nient shortcut for the more accurate description language-beyond-the-second-
language”. For some of the subjects, Spanish might therefore have actually
been the L4, L5, Ln. The subjects who were all from Ghana, spoke at least one
of the indigenous Ghanaian languages as well as the official language English
and had all graduated from the same Ghanaian university with Spanish as their
major. The thirteen participants were divided into three groups. The first con-
sisted of those who were professionally using Spanish in North America at the
time of the study. The second group had stayed in Ghana after their graduation
and had not been in contact with the language since then. Both of these groups
had graduated ten years before. The third group, in contrast, was made up of
recent graduates whose speech data was used to establish the control baseline
competence level against which the communicative competence of the “regular
users” and “non-users” was measured. The results revealed a quite significant
loss of communicative competence by the second group of non-users. They
were approximately “2 ½ times less competent ten years after graduation than
the recent graduates” (Nakuma 1997: 219). The first group, in contrast, had
gained 3.6% in communicative competence over the decade since their gradua-
tion. These findings show once again the dynamisms of a multilingual system
at work and the language maintenance (effort) (LME) required.

Like Nakuma, Mehotcheva (2010) also examined foreign language attrition
of Spanish in multilinguals. Her participant sample consisted of 51 Dutch L1 and
German L1 university students in their twenties who had participated in a study
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abroad program in Spain between four and twelve months. All of them had be-
tween two and as many as seven foreign languages in their repertoire, Spanish
being the L5 for most of them. The substantial differences in time since the end
of the study abroad program allowed for attrition to be studied by comparing
three attriting groups to a baseline group as well as by studying the longitudinal
data of five participants over the span of a year, thus combining cross-sectional
and longitudinal examinations. Mehotcheva (2010) found attrition signs in the
longitudinal as well as in the cross-sectional data sets, though less evident in
the latter, with attrition being more visible in those who had been away from
Spain for a longer time. Additionally, test results showed that initial proficiency
was “the most salient predictor of language retention with high proficiency at
onset leading to better retention of the language” (Mehotcheva 2010: 154).

The importance of initial proficiency for attrition was also found in Xu’s
(2010) study on the attrition and retention of school-learned English in Chinese
and Dutch university students. Although there is no evidence of more than two
languages in the repertoires of the students in the study, two different popula-
tions of English learners are compared. Xu (2010) investigated the effect of at-
tained proficiency, language contact and use, and language attitude in two
different environments, two years after instructed English learning ended.
Attrition was observed in both participant groups, but while the Chinese partic-
ipants showed deterioration across all four skills (reading, writing, listening
and speaking), the Dutch students’ attrition could only be detected for their
writing skills. It was found that language contact did not predict performance,
which, according to Xu (2010), demonstrated that the different contexts had no
effect on attrition. Xu (2010) furthermore found that both initial proficiency and
language attitudes influenced attrition. However, while initial proficiency was
a strong influencing factor for both groups, the effect of language attitudes was
only significant for the Chinese learners.

13.5.2 Multilingual attrition in multilinguals

The LAILA (Linguistic awareness in language attrition) and LAILA-BICs (bilingual
context) longitudinal studies (both headed by Jessner) were carried out in Tyrol
(Austria) and South Tyrol (Italy) between 2011 and 2016 to investigate the devel-
opment of language skills and metalinguistic abilities in 700 young multilingual
adults and to connect these with language attrition processes. More precisely,
LAILA and LAILA-BICs studied how skills in school-learned foreign languages
(English, Italian, French, Spanish) and meta-/multilingual awareness developed
over a period of approximately 18 months of reduced or non-use after learning
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ceased with the participants’ graduation from upper secondary education. All
participants had been learning at least two foreign languages at test-time
1 (TT1), with English being the first foreign language (FL1) for most partici-
pants. Unlike previous studies on foreign language attrition which typically
looked at the development of one language in isolation, LAILA and LAILA-
BICS took a multilingual approach informed by the DMM and explored devel-
opment in all the foreign languages a participant had learned, thus investigat-
ing the development of not one but several languages in interaction. The aim
of both project studies was to establish a stronger connection between re-
search on language attrition, multilingualism/third language acquisition and
meta-/multilingual awareness.

Attrition of linguistic skills was found in both LAILA and LAILA-BICs.
However, while signs of attrition have been unquestionably proven for French
in both LAILA and LAILA-BICs and for Italian in LAILA, English proficiency in
both studies and Italian proficiency in the LAILA-BICS study had improved at
test-time 2 (TT2; Jessner and Megens 2016; Török 2017). Török (2017: 196)
reflects that “While it is evident why this is the case for the LAILA-BICs partici-
pants, given the fact that Italian is the official language of their home country
(Italy) and every further type of schooling and most jobs would involve a rather
high proficiency in Italian [. . .], it is rather challenging to postulate why the
LAILA participants got better” in their English proficiency and skills.

Although evidence exists in both studies that linguistic skills decreased by
TT2, results from the Llama-test, a language aptitude test (Meara 2005), showed a
significant increase in students’ metalinguistic awareness (MLA) at TT2 (Jessner,
2019). This had already been anticipated after the piloting which had shown a
strong increase of crosslinguistic interactions (CLINs) and the use of supporter lan-
guages for crosslinguistic consultation, hinting at crosslinguistic awareness (XLA)
to be at work, and that MLA remained stable or even improved for most of the
participants while attrition took place (Betsch 2011; Megens 2011).

In a LAILA study focusing on attrition in Italian as a third language in the
participating Austrian schools (Jessner et al. 2018), minor language attrition was
detected in a written task in the use of articles, adjectives and subject-verb-
agreement but lexical complexity of written production in Italian after a period
of non-use in one-third of the cases had actually increased in TT2. A closer look
at information provided in the questionnaires on how students had spent their
time during TT1 and TT2 showed that a third of the students had either learned
other languages or increased their level of proficiency in Italian and/or English
between testing times.

The results are supported by another LAILA study on foreign language at-
trition in 114 randomly chosen learners (including 20 from the Italian study)
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(Jessner, Oberhofer, and Megens, submitted), in which another set of sponta-
neous oral production tasks was explored. In contrast to their FL1 English
where nearly no attrition had been found on all measures of lexical diversity
and fluency, two-thirds of the learners showed a significant decrease in the
occurrence of self-corrections in their FL2 (Italian and/or French), while one-
third had improved significantly on tokens and filled pauses and therefore
also showed improvement of fluency.

As discussed by the DMM, language development and use are dependent
on the communicative environment and the resulting frequency of productive
and/or receptive exchanges in a specific language; i.e., every instance of use
activates a particular language system and its subsystems. Yet, and most im-
portantly, at the same time, because of multidirectional crosslinguistic interac-
tions (CLINs) within the complex multilingual system, but also owing to CLIN
processes (e.g., cross-linguistic consultation), other language systems and/or
subsystems are activated too. From all these CLINs, interdependent with exter-
nal and individual factors, new properties, in particular metalinguistic and
crosslinguistic awareness (MLA and XLA), emerge or in the case of experienced
multilinguals become enhanced (Megens 2019). As already shown in other
studies (see Jessner, Megens and Graus 2016), MLA and XLA, which form part
of a multilingual’s metacognitive strategies, can help to cope with “knowledge
gaps” due to attrition, reduced access, or if confronted with a new or addi-
tional “unknown” language (see Chapter 15, this volume). Please note that re-
search so far has only dealt with certain ‒ often related ‒ languages, but
according to the DMM, it is assumed that other language combinations would
further support the hypotheses.

13.6 Conclusion and outlook

Throughout the past 35 years, different studies on language attrition with a va-
riety of languages in contact have been carried out, most dealing with L1 attri-
tion. Different theories and hypotheses have been tested and a series of
biological, cognitive and external factors, first and foremost “language contact
and use” (on a linguistic level), have been found to be influential factors.

Studying language attrition in multilinguals is highly complex since multi-
lingual development and attrition merge many aspects of different language
systems and cognitive performance. While eliciting information and drawing
patterns and conclusions is easier with two language systems, comparing dif-
ferent findings in research that examines more than two language systems is
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more challenging due to the complex crosslinguistic interactions and emergent
properties such as metalinguistic awareness.

One of the most important contribution that studies on language attrition in
multilinguals can make to our understanding of multilingual development is
that such development is neither linear nor unidirectional and that it forms part
of normal language development. Complexity, fluency and (thus) proficiency in
all of a multilingual’s languages, the effort to maintain (LME) all languages, lan-
guage contact and use (both on a linguistic and on a cognitive level), and so on,
change and vary throughout a multilingual’s lifespan, and these developments
again are influenced by many complex crosslinguistic interactions and are para-
mount to the multilingual’s perceived communicative needs (Megens 2019).

Future research should consider multilingualism studies as a research
area in its own right, creating its own research framework that accounts for
the dynamic and complex nature of multilingual development. For us, the ho-
listic multilingual approach, that is, a DSCT perspective from the stance of
the DMM (Herdina and Jessner 2002), as presented in this chapter, presents
such a research framework. Accordingly, for us, any study of multilingual de-
velopment or of language attrition in multilinguals can be considered incom-
plete if it merely looks at changes in one of the multilingual’s languages in
isolation. For bilinguals, it is already the case that development of two lan-
guages (one attrition, one acquisition) has been investigated, but where mul-
tilinguals are concerned, the study of (development with) attrition of two or
more languages has, so far, been largely neglected. We suggest that a holistic
multilingual approach is needed in order to move forward our understanding
of multilingual development and use. In addition, a perspective that takes
into account not only linguistic processes but also (meta)cognitive ones will
shed more light on our understanding of the complexity and dynamics of lan-
guage attrition processes.

As discussed in this chapter, metalinguistic and crosslinguistic awareness
(MLA and XLA), which form part of a multilingual’s metacognitive strategies,
can help to cope with “knowledge gaps” due to language attrition. Accordingly,
training in and an explicit focus on MLA and XLA, i.e., making learners aware
of their own metacognitive knowledge (Jessner 2006: 128) and encouraging
them to use the languages with a variety of people and in different contexts
during and after institutional language learning (Allgäuer-Hackl and Megens,
in preparation; Jessner, Allgäuer-Hackl, and Hofer 2016), may facilitate lan-
guage maintenance (effort) and counteract (multilingual) language attrition
processes.
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Simona Montanari

14 Facilitated Language Learning
in Multilinguals

14.1 Introduction

Research in the last three decades suggests that multilingualism is associated
with a variety of advantages both in the cognitive domain, where knowing
more than one language has been linked to better executive function including
higher selective attention and inhibitory control (Bialystok and Barac 2013),
and in the linguistic domain, where speakers of multiple languages display
greater metalinguistic awareness and develop this awareness at an earlier age
than monolinguals (see Chapter 15, this volume, for a review). It has been ar-
gued that such cognitive and linguistic advantages result in facilitated novel
language learning in speakers who already know two languages as compared
to monolingual learners. Indeed, when learning a new language, multilinguals
are typically better than learners who have only had experience with one lan-
guage (for reviews see Cenoz 2013; Hirosh and Degani 2018). Research has
found evidence of facilitated novel language learning among multilinguals
both in the areas typically assessed in the foreign language classroom – listen-
ing, speaking, reading and writing – and in the different language domains, in-
cluding phonetics and phonology, vocabulary, grammar, and literacy. In the
next sections I will first review early studies on novel language learning in mul-
tilinguals, which have focused on the acquisition of a third language (L3) in the
classroom. The following section presents more recent research, which has
turned to novel language learning among environment-based multilinguals,
that is, individuals who have learned multiple languages naturally and not
only as a result of formal teaching. Finally, the last section examines the factors
that might make multilinguals better language learners, in particular, the direct
and indirect effects of multilingualism on the acquisition of new languages.

14.2 Early studies: L3 learning in the classroom

Early studies that compared novel language learning among monolinguals
and multilinguals focused on L2 or L3 acquisition in the classroom. Most of
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these investigations involved students educated bilingually in Canada and
Spain and focused on their attainment in core foreign language components,
that is, listening, speaking, reading, writing. Bild and Swain (1989) and Swain
et al. (1990), for instance, compared the level of French proficiency attained
by English-speaking monolingual and bilingual students (with different lan-
guage backgrounds) controlling for different variables including sex, age,
school achievement, parental education and occupation, and English and
French proficiency. The results indicated a strong advantage in the learning
of French as L3 for bilingual students, irrespective of the linguistic relatedness
between French and the languages the bilinguals knew. Similar findings were
reported by Cenoz and Valencia (1994) in the Basque Country, who found that
bilingualism significantly improved different measures of English L3 achieve-
ment among Basque-Spanish bilingual students as compared to monolin-
guals. Lasagabaster (2000) and Sanz (2000) replicated Cenoz and Valencia’s
(1994) findings in other regions of Spain, concluding that bilinguals who live
in additive bilingual environments and speak, besides the majority language,
a minority language with official status in the community (as the bilingual
students in Spain) obtain higher levels of proficiency in an L3 as compared to
monolinguals.

However, some studies conducted with bilingual immigrant children in
other regions of Europe in the same years failed to find a multilingual advantage
in novel language learning. For instance, Jaspaert and Lemmens (1990), who
studied French monolinguals and Italian-French immigrant children learning
Dutch as an L3 in Belgium, found no significant differences in the children’s at-
tainment in Dutch. Similarly, Sanders and Meijers (1995) reported no differences
in the acquisition of English as an L3 between immigrant Turkish- or Arabic-
Dutch bilingual learners and monolingual Dutch learners in the Netherlands.
Also in the context of Sweden, no differences were found in English L3 profi-
ciency between monolingual and bilingual students (Balke-Aurell and Lindblad
1982). Overall, these mixed findings were interpreted as stemming from contex-
tual variables such as socioeconomic and socio-educational status. As put by
Cenoz (2008: 220):

The results concerning general aspects of proficiency indicate that bilingualism has a
positive effect on third language acquisition when L3 acquisition takes place in additive
contexts and bilinguals have acquired literacy skills in both their languages . . . However,
bilingualism does not always result in more efficient third language learning because so-
cioeconomic and socioeducational variables can also play an important role. In fact, the
sociolinguistic context in which the research takes place is very important, and third lan-
guage acquisition is a complex phenomenon affected by a large number of individual and
contextual factors.
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14.3 Recent studies: Novel language learning
by environment-based multilinguals

More recent studies have examined novel language learning not by classroom-
based multilinguals, individuals who have learned their L3 through formal in-
struction, but by environment-based multilinguals, that is, individuals who
have learned their languages through informal interactions in the environment.
It has been argued indeed that the superior performance observed for experi-
enced (i.e. bilingual) versus inexperienced (i.e. monolingual) language learners
could have resulted from a transfer of learning strategies developed in the class-
room, and not from bilingualism per se. Although most studies have focused on
vocabulary learning, research has also been conducted in other language do-
mains including phonetics and phonology, grammar, and literacy. In this section,
I will review these studies as well as the possible interpretations of their findings.

14.3.1 Phonetics and phonology

The majority of research on facilitated novel language learning by environ-
ment-based multilinguals has examined vocabulary acquisition. A few studies,
nonetheless, have also explored this issue with respect to phonetic discrimina-
tion and phonological learning, yielding mixed results. An early study by
Rabinovitch and Parver (1966) (as reported by Antoniou et al. 2015) found that
bilingual children had an advantage when discriminating non-native Russian
contrasts as opposed to monolinguals. Similarly, Cohen, Tucker, and Lambert
(1967) reported better perception and production of non-native initial phoneme
sequences in bilingual than in monolingual children. Enomoto (1994) also
found an advantage for multilinguals over monolinguals with respect to the
discrimination of Japanese singleton versus geminate stops. Overall, these
findings were interpreted as evidence that more extensive language learning
experience enhances perceptual sensitivity. In particular, L3 language learners
may have a larger repertoire of articulatory gestures and increased perceptual
knowledge than L2 speakers; they may also have more phonological awareness
and cognitive flexibility, which might promote their acquisition of the sound
systems of additional languages (Gut 2010).

However, other studies have failed to find an advantage among multilinguals
in the perception of non-native sounds. For example, Davine, Tucker, and
Lambert (1971), who compared third- and fourth-grade students who were receiv-
ing monolingual and bilingual instruction, revealed no significant differences
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between monolingual and bilingual children with respect to their ability to
discriminate phoneme sequences. Similarly, Werker (1986), who investigated the
perceptual ability of monolinguals and multilinguals to discriminate a Salish and
a Hindi contrast, found equal performance for the two groups, concluding that
general multilingual experience does not help maintain the perceptual flexibility
required to discriminate phonetic contrasts in a new language.

Recent research has shown that the benefit of language experience on pho-
netic/phonological learning may only be seen by using more sophisticated
methods and paradigms. Trembley and Sabourin (2012), for instance, examined
the pre- and post-training discrimination of a non-native contrast in English
monolinguals, English-French bilinguals, and multilinguals. The findings re-
vealed no difference among the groups before training. However, bilinguals
and multilinguals’ performance improved with training. Moreover, compari-
sons at post-test showed a significant advantage for multilinguals over the
monolingual participants. The results were interpreted as evidence that multi-
linguals and bilinguals have enhanced speech perception abilities compared to
monolinguals, but these might be due to superior learning abilities.

Furthermore, Trembley (2010), who used both behavioral and neurophysi-
ological methods to examine the same issue, found that while behavioral data
showed only a post-training bilingual advantage, neurophysiological data
from event-related potentials (ERPs), which reflect electric brain responses to
stimuli, demonstrated a facilitative effect for language experience both before
and after training. Therefore, it is possible that the mixed results obtained in
past studies may derive from the fact that behavioral methods are simply not
sophisticated enough to detect differences between monolinguals and multi-
linguals. Neurophysiological methods, on the other hand, are more objective
than other types of measures influenced by voluntary processes and thus may
be potentially more informative of a multilingual advantage in novel phonetic
discrimination.

In addition, it has been argued that non-native phonetic learning may be
facilitated not only by previous linguistic experience but by a variety of other
factors, including language relatedness and sound difficulty. Antoniou et al.
(2015) tested adults’ learning of novel phonetic contrasts (from an artificial lan-
guage) modifying their difficulty level and degree of similarity to contrasts in
the subjects’ native languages. In a first experiment, where English monolin-
guals were compared to Mandarin-English bilinguals on their ability to discrim-
inate Mandarin-like (retroflex) and English-like (fricative voicing) phonetic
contrasts, the bilinguals did better than monolinguals on both types of con-
trasts. In addition, both groups did better with the learning of the easier retro-
flex contrasts. In the second experiment, which also included Korean-English
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bilinguals and also tested the acquisition of Korean-like phonetic contrasts
(lenition), both bilingual groups outperformed English monolinguals on the
learning of the Mandarin-like contrasts. However, only the Korean-English
bilinguals showed an advantage in the discrimination of the more difficult
Korean-like (lenition) phonetic contrasts. The results were interpreted as evi-
dence that, relative to monolinguals, bilinguals show a general advantage in
novel phonetic learning when contrasts are universally easy. However, pho-
netic similarity to L1 facilitates the learning of universally difficult contrasts.

To summarize, extant research suggests that there may be a bilingual ad-
vantage in novel phonetic/phonological learning, but this is mediated by the
difficulty of novel sounds and by the similarity of these sounds to those in the
languages already known (discussed further in section 14.4).

14.3.2 Word learning in children and adults

A large body of research has explored whether multilingualism is associated
with facilitated learning of novel words both in children and in adults. Novel
word learning in young children has been typically investigated in the context
of the mutual exclusivity assumption. This assumption, initially postulated for
monolingual learners, posits that by 16–18 months of age, children assume that
there are one-to-one relations between linguistic forms and their meanings;
that is, children assign a new word they hear to an unknown referent rather
than to one for which they already have a label (Markman 1990). Studies have
therefore examined whether children growing up with more than one language
are more flexible in following this assumption when learning new words and
whether this flexibility can result in facilitated novel word learning.

Byers-Heinlein and Werker (2013) specifically investigated whether infants’
knowledge of translation equivalents (words with the same meaning across lan-
guages) affected their use of the mutual exclusivity assumption while learning
new words. Seventeen-/eighteen-month-old English-Chinese bilingual infants
were compared to monolingual English-speaking infants in a disambiguation
task that required them to associate a novel label to either a novel or a familiar
item. The results showed that bilingual infants who understood fewer transla-
tion equivalents preferred novel items – and hence applied the mutual exclu-
sivity assumption – to a larger extent than other bilingual children who knew
many translation equivalents. These results suggest that the specific experience
of having multiple labels for the same referent directly influences how children
learn new words. Thus, multilingualism appears to influence the principles
that guide and constrain early word learning.

14 Facilitated Language Learning in Multilinguals 303

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



A subsequent study found that while young bilingual preschoolers may still
rely on mutual exclusivity when learning new words, such reliance decreases
with age and with accumulated vocabulary knowledge. Kalashnikova, Mattock,
and Monaghan (2014) investigated differences between monolingual and bilin-
gual children in their acceptance of two novel labels for a single, unfamiliar ref-
erent. Three-to-five-year-old children completed two tasks where successful word
learning depended on either the use of the mutual exclusivity assumption or the
acceptance of two labels for the same referent. The results showed that while all
children resorted to the mutual exclusivity assumption early on, older bilinguals
were better able than older monolinguals to assign two novel words to a single
unfamiliar referent, that is, to learn new words. These results suggest that
reduced reliance on the mutual exclusivity assumption emerges once children
have had enough experience with learning translation equivalents and, overall,
that multiple language experience facilitates novel word learning.

Kaushanskaya, Gross, and Buac (2014) asked whether reduced reliance on
mutual exclusivity is evident even in classroom bilinguals who have had more
limited experience in two languages. In particular, the authors compared 5-to-7-
year-old monolingual English-speaking children to native-English peers who had
been learning Spanish for two years in a dual language program. The children
were asked to assign a novel word to either an unfamiliar referent for which no
word existed (such as a type of alien) or to a familiar referent for which a word
was already known (such as an animal). While the monolingual and bilingual
children did not differ on non-linguistic task-shifting and verbal short-term mem-
ory measures, the classroom-based bilinguals showed superior word learning
performance. However, the bilingual advantage was found only for familiar refer-
ents, suggesting that this advantage exists only in learning situations that are
similar to those previously experienced. That is, extensive practice with mapping
new labels to known referents in the classroom allows classroom bilinguals to
directly transfer this experience to a new learning situation.

While Kaushanskaya, Gross, and Buac (2014) attributed the bilingual advan-
tage to the overlap between prior experience and the learning situation, Yoshida
et al. (2011) interpreted facilitated word learning in multilinguals as originating
from increased executive (i.e., attentional) control. The authors compared the
performance of 3-year-old vocabulary-matched bilinguals and monolinguals in
an artificial adjective-learning task as well as in a non-linguistic task that mea-
sured attentional control. The results showed again a bilingual advantage in
children’s ability to not only learn novel adjectives but also in the attentional
control task. The authors argued that learning novel adjectives depends on atten-
tional control because children must inhibit the typical tendency to interpret
novel labels as nouns (e.g., Markman 1990). Indeed, children’s performance in
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the two tasks was positively correlated, suggesting that better attentional control
may also result in superior word learning performance.

Overall, these studies confirm a multilingual advantage in novel word learn-
ing not only for environment-based but also for classroom-based multilingual
children. This advantage has been attributed to the overlap between previous
experiences and the novel learning task, and thus to the transfer of learning
strategies across situations, and to the increased executive control abilities
brought about by multilingualism.

As with children, research with adults has revealed facilitated vocabulary
learning among multilinguals, with the advantage increasing with the number
of languages spoken. A seminal study by Papagno and Vallar (1995) compared
multilinguals (speakers of Italian and two or three other languages) to bilin-
guals on the acquisition of Russian non-native words as well as on a paired as-
sociate learning task where the participants had to learn the pairing of two
Italian words. The results showed that while the two groups did not differ in
the paired associate learning task, the multilinguals had a superior level of per-
formance than the bilinguals in learning new Russian words. The authors con-
cluded that multilingualism results in a novel word learning advantage that is
possibly due to superior phonological memory. Indeed, multilinguals showed
significantly higher digit span performance and did better than bilinguals in a
non-word repetition task, and their phonological memory as assessed by these
tasks was significantly and positively correlated with their acquisition of non-
native Russian words.

Papagno and Vallar’s (1995) study fueled a wealth of research on novel word
learning in speakers of a different number of languages. A few of these studies
focused on the acquisition of words in real non-native languages (van Hell and
Candia Mahn 1997 in Spanish or Dutch; Keshavarz and Astaneh 2004 in English),
also documenting a multilingual advantage. Nonetheless, more recent investiga-
tions turned to the impact of language experience on novel word learning using
artificial languages. In two seminal (2009) studies, Kaushanskaya and Marian
provided additional evidence of a multilingual advantage in novel word learning,
showing, however, that this advantage might not derive from increased phono-
logical short-term memory.

In particular, Kaushanskaya and Marian (2009a) compared environment-
based English-Spanish bilinguals to English monolinguals on the acquisition of
artificially constructed novel words accompanied by English translations. The
words were learned in two conditions: in the first, the subjects heard the new
word and saw its English translation; in the second condition, the subjects
heard the new word but also saw its form spelled using English orthography
together with its translation. Thus, in the second condition, the novel words
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overlapped with English orthographically (they were spelled using the Roman
alphabet as in English) but diverged from English phonologically (i.e., they were
based on different sets of phonemes than in English). The results documented
superior performance for the bilinguals in both conditions, despite the fact
that the two groups demonstrated similar phonological short-term memory. In
the second condition, the orthographic information presented during learning,
which was based on English orthography, interfered with encoding of novel
words in monolinguals but not in bilinguals. The authors interpreted this finding
as evidence that prior exposure to more than one language exposes the learner
to competition between phonology and orthography, reducing interference in
subsequent learning situations and facilitating novel language learning.

In a follow-up study, Kaushanskaya and Marian (2009b) showed that the
multilingual word learning advantage does not originate from prior experience
with mapping competing phonologies into a single orthographic system. For in-
stance, a comparison of monolingual English speakers, early English-Spanish
bilinguals, and early English-Mandarin bilinguals showed that both bilingual
groups outperformed the monolingual group in novel language learning. Since
English and Mandarin have different orthographies, these findings suggest that
multilingualism facilitates the acquisition of new words irrespective of the de-
gree of overlap between writing systems. The authors speculated that early
experience with two phonological systems might lead to a richer and more flex-
ible phonological system and hence to more efficient encoding of unfamiliar
phonological information.

Other recent investigations that have documented a multilingual advantage in
vocabulary learning have attributed it to other factors. For instance, Kaushanskaya
and Rechtzigel (2012) argued that it is increased experience with associating two
labels with the same concept, and thus a wider activation of the lexical-semantic
system (which involves activation of two lexical-semantic networks for bilinguals)
that facilitates word learning. The study, which compared bilinguals to monolin-
guals’ acquisition of new words paired with concrete or abstract English transla-
tions, found indeed a multilingual advantage only for words paired with concrete
concepts. The authors speculated that translation equivalents associated with con-
crete referents enjoy a larger semantic overlap across languages and cause more
activation of the bilingual’s lexical-semantic network than equivalents associated
with abstract concepts. Thus, it is the organization and activation patterns of the
lexical-semantic network that may promote word learning in multilinguals.

Furthermore, in a later study, Kaushanskaya, Yoo, and Van Hecke (2013)
showed that the multilingual advantage in word learning may derive from the
transfer of previously-developed learning strategies (as also argued for children,
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Kaushanskaya, Gross, and Buac 2014). The research, which compared English
native speakers with different degrees of Spanish proficiency on the acquisition
of phonologically familiar or unfamiliar novel words paired with either familiar
or unfamiliar referents, found that native English speakers with higher levels of
Spanish experience did better than less experienced Spanish learners only when
phonologically unfamiliar novel words were paired with familiar referents. As in
Kaushanskaya, Gross, and Buac (2014), these findings were interpreted as evi-
dence that not only full bilingualism but also experience with a foreign language
can facilitate novel word learning, but only in situations that have been experi-
enced before, such as when mapping phonologically unfamiliar words to known
concepts as in the foreign language classroom. Therefore, as argued for children,
the degree of overlap between the learning situation and the speakers’ prior
learning experience is largely responsible for the bilingual advantage in vocabu-
lary learning.

Finally, studies that have found a multilingual advantage in adult word
learning have also attributed it to enhanced cognitive control abilities, similar to
what has been documented during development (Yoshida et al. 2011). Bartolotti
and Marian (2012) examined the effect of bilingualism on the ability to control
native‐language interference by comparing monolinguals and bilinguals on the
acquisition of an artificial language designed to elicit between‐language compe-
tition. Using eye‐tracking and mouse‐tracking to measure cross-language inter-
ference during a spoken comprehension task after the learning of the new
language, the study found that monolinguals looked more, and for a longer pe-
riod of time, at cross-language competitors than bilinguals. Similarly, their
mouse movements were more attracted to native language competitors than bi-
linguals, who instead attended to competitors and control items to a similar ex-
tent. The authors speculated that bilinguals manage cross‐linguistic interference
more effectively than monolinguals. Thus, experience with more than one lan-
guage, which involves the parallel activation of multiple language systems, may
improve the ability to suppress competition from known languages, facilitating
novel language learning.

To summarize, the adult literature on vocabulary learning suggests a ro-
bust multilingual advantage. As with children, this advantage could be due
to a variety of factors, including increased phonological short-term memory
(Papagno and Vallar 1995), a richer and more flexible phonological system
(Kaushanskaya and Marian 2009a, 2009b), a wider activation of the lexical-
semantic system (Kaushanskaya and Rechtzigel 2012), the direct transfer of
prior learning strategies and experiences (Kaushanskaya, Yoo, and Van
Hecke 2013), or enhanced language management abilities (Bartolotti and
Marian 2012).
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14.3.3 Grammar

Research that has compared grammatical/syntactic learning in multilinguals as
compared to monolinguals has been surprisingly scarce. In addition, the few
studies that have examined this issue have employed different methodologies
and populations; they have adopted opposing theoretical perspectives, and
they have been more interested in the impact of known languages on the acqui-
sition of additional syntactic systems in terms of cross-linguistic influence
rather than in terms of monolingual-multilingual differences.

Early investigations were laboratory studies with artificial linguistic systems
that found greater flexibility in multilingual learners than monolinguals in the
use of learning strategies (Nation and McLaughlin 1986; Nayak et al. 1990). In par-
ticular, Nation and McLaughlin (1986) compared monolinguals, bilinguals, and
multilinguals on their learning of a system of consonant letter strings, the struc-
ture of which was determined by a set of rules. The participants were visually ex-
posed to these strings with either no instructions (implicit condition) or by being
told that the system followed specific rules which they had to discover (explicit
condition). A grammaticality judgment test after training revealed that while all
subjects performed similarly in the explicit condition, the multilinguals showed
superior performance than both the bilinguals and monolinguals in finding the
rules that determined the structure of the letter strings in the implicit condition.
In a following study, Nayak et al. (1990) similarly found that multilinguals outper-
formed monolinguals when having to identify the word order rules in an artificial
language in which words were depicted as specific geometric figures. In both
studies, the authors concluded that multilinguals have an advantage for grammar
learning over monolinguals because they have increased grammatical sensitivity
and might be better able to allocate processing resources to learn syntactic rules.

A few year later, Klein (1995) compared grammatical learning in monolin-
guals and multilinguals in the context of a generative comparison between L2
and L3 acquisition. The study tested both English lexical learning (mastery of
specific verbs and their prepositional complements) and syntactic learning
(preposition stranding) in students learning English as either their L2, L3 or L4
in the U.S. The results showed that the multilingual students outperformed L2
learners in both English constructions, clearly revealing a multilingual advan-
tage in the acquisition of additional syntactic systems. The author attributed
the findings to multilinguals’ increased metalinguistic skills, enhanced lexical
knowledge, and less conservative learning strategies. Experience with multiple
languages might indeed promote the use of specific learning strategies that free
up cognitive resources to process other aspects of the input (as argued by
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Nation and McLaughlin 1986 and Nayak et al. 1990), thereby accelerating the
acquisition of additional grammatical systems. Indeed, this was Kemp’s (2007)
speculation when interpreting the findings of her study on multilinguals’ gram-
matical learning strategies. While the author did not compare multilinguals
and monolinguals’ performance while learning novel grammar, Kemp (2007)
asked 144 multilinguals speaking between 2 to 12 languages to reflect on and
report the strategies they employed while learning and using the grammatical
rules of new languages. The study found that multilinguals applied more gram-
mar-learning strategies and became faster at learning grammar the more lan-
guages they knew, even when those languages were not typologically related.
These results were interpreted as evidence that multilingualism may promote
the automatization of these strategies, facilitating the learning of additional
grammatical systems and languages.

Interestingly, recent research suggests that the multilingual advantage in
grammatical learning persists even in old age. Cox (2017) tested English-Spanish
older bilinguals (all > 60 years old) and English monolinguals on their learning
of basic Latin morphosyntax with or without explicit instruction (i.e., grammati-
cal explanations). Four aspects of learning were assessed: written sentence inter-
pretation, auditory sentence interpretation, grammaticality judgment, and
written sentence production. The results showed that the bilinguals did better
than the monolinguals on all sentence interpretation tasks in both conditions. In
addition, for grammaticality judgment and written sentence production, the bi-
linguals in the explicit instruction condition tended to outperform the monolin-
guals in the implicit instruction condition, although the two groups performed
the same when they received grammatical explanations. Overall, the findings
were interpreted as evidence of superior learning of additional grammars in bilin-
guals compared to monolinguals, at least under some conditions.

It is possible that one of these conditions is literacy rather than explicit in-
struction or oral bilingual abilities. Indeed, most studies that have examined
novel grammatical learning in multilinguals as compared to monolinguals
have typically included participants who were not only bilingual but also bili-
terate. Sanz (2000), who compared Catalan-Spanish biliterate bilinguals to
Spanish monolinguals on tests of English grammar and vocabulary in the con-
text of classroom-based L3 acquisition in Spain, found better L3 performance
for the bilingual/biliterate group. However, her later study (Sanz 2007), which
focused on the role of oral and written proficiency in bilinguals’ two languages
in predicting L3 learning, found that grammatical abilities were correlated
with balanced biliteracy skills but not with oral bilingual abilities. In other
words, it was the ability to read and write in two languages – but not to speak
them – that facilitated novel syntactic learning. Other studies have shown that
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multiliteracy facilitates syntactic learning in additional languages (Abu-Rabia and
Sanitsky 2010). However, few investigations have specifically looked at the direct
link between multilingualism alone (and not multiliteracy) and grammatical learn-
ing in L2 and L3 because bilingual participants have also been typically biliterate.

Rather than investigating the role of oral multilingualism on novel gram-
matical learning, many studies have focused on the role of previous linguistic
knowledge on the acquisition of new morphosyntactic systems. For instance,
Leung (2005) compared the acquisition of articles in French by two groups of
speakers of article-less languages: the first group included Chinese-L1 speakers
who also knew English as L2; the second group comprised of monolingual
Vietnamese speakers. The participants were tested on the use of articles in
obligatory contexts and the appropriate use of definiteness when needed. The
results showed that Chinese learners did better than the Vietnamese learners in
both aspects, despite the fact that both groups spoke languages without articles
and definiteness. The author interpreted the results as strong evidence of a
multilingual advantage in novel grammatical learning rooted in the knowledge
of earlier acquired language systems. Unlike in L2 acquisition, where influence
from a previously acquired language can only come from L1, cross-linguistic in-
fluence in L3 acquisition can occur from the L1 or from the L2 or from both L1
and L2, possibly adding to the repertoire of syntactic rules and constructions
that can be successfully used in L3.

It is specifically in the direction of cross-linguistic influence that much re-
search on L3 grammatical learning has turned to (see Chapter 15, this volume,
for a detailed review). While this research has not directly examined monolin-
gual-multilingual differences in the learning of additional morphosyntactic
systems, its focus on the role of language typology on the acquisition of L3
morphosyntax has revealed important insights into the multilingual advan-
tage debate. Rothman and colleagues, for instance, have conducted extensive
work that has shown that the learning of L3 morphosyntax is strongly influ-
enced by the (psycho)typology of previously learned languages. Rothman and
Cabrelli Amaro (2010), in particular, compared bilinguals (both with L1
English and L2 advanced Spanish) and monolinguals (L1 English) on their
performance with null/overt subjects and pronouns in non-native Italian or
French. The results showed that the L3 learners performed differently than
their L2 counterparts because they transferred the null-subject properties of
Spanish, their L2, on the acquisition of the new language. In the case of
Italian, such transfer facilitated acquisition – and bilinguals outperformed
monolinguals – because Italian is a null-subject language as Spanish.
However, in the case of French, such transfer did not accelerate learning be-
cause French is a non-null-subject language as English. These results point to
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the complex relationship between multilingualism and the acquisition of new
morphosyntactic systems and to the strong influence of the (psycho)typology
of previously learned languages on novel language learning.

Recent research has also shown, as in the area of phonetics/phonology, that
the benefit of language experience on novel grammatical learning may only be
seen when using paradigms that examine the neural correlates of language proc-
essing such as event-related potential (ERP) measures. ERPs can reveal qualita-
tive differences in how linguistic information is processed, including in the
processing of lexical and grammatical features of an L2, that may not be evident
when using behavioral paradigms. Indeed, Grey et al. (2017), who used both be-
havioral and neurophysiological methods to examine pre- and post-practice syn-
tactic processing in an artificial language in monolinguals and multilinguals,
found that while behavioral measures failed to reveal differences between the
two groups, Chinese-English bilinguals displayed distinct ERP patterns than
monolinguals. In particular, at limited proficiency, only the bilinguals showed a
P600 – a neural correlate of native syntactic processing – in response to word
order violations. At high proficiency, both groups showed P600s for word order
violations; however, the monolinguals also showed a neural pattern – anterior
positivity – not typically attested in native syntactic processing. The authors in-
terpreted these findings as evidence that bilinguals process novel languages dif-
ferently than monolinguals; specifically, they may more rapidly develop the
neural processes found in native speakers of languages – even without showing
significantly better performance in behavioral tasks.

To summarize, research conducted so far in the area of novel grammatical
learning among multilinguals is limited and diverse in methods, approaches,
and interpretations. While the extant studies suggest a multilingual advantage
in the acquisition of additional morphosyntactic systems, the same investiga-
tions point to the importance of other variables, including language relatedness
and literacy, that have a profound effect on the mastery of new grammars and
new languages. In addition, as also argued in section 14.3.1, recent research
points to the need for new methodological approaches – such as neurophysio-
logical measures – to better understand the effects of multilingualism on novel
grammatical learning (discussed further in section 14.4).

14.3.4 Literacy

The role of multilingualism on learning to read and write in additional languages
has been studied extensively, especially in the context of the foreign language
classroom. As reviewed in section 14.2, early studies, conducted in Canada and
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in Spain, reported a positive influence of bilingualism on L3 reading and writing,
especially in contexts of additive bilingualism, where the bilinguals spoke lan-
guages with official status in the community. More recent studies, conducted in
different realities that also tend to support bilingualism, have also confirmed the
role of multilingualism on literacy development in additional languages. For ex-
ample, in the context of Switzerland, Romansch-German bilingual eighth-graders
were found to have overall higher competencies in French (including reading
and translation) than German-speaking monolinguals (Brohy 2001). Similarly, in
Australia, secondary school students who were bilingual were more effective
learners of community languages such as Greek or Spanish than monolingual
students (Clyne, Hunt, and Isaakidis 2004). Similar findings were obtained in
Iran, where Turkish-Persian bilinguals received higher English reading compre-
hension scores than Persian monolinguals (Modirkhamene 2006). Finally, Mady
(2014), in a study assessing French proficiency in the Canadian context among
monolinguals, Canadian-born bilinguals, and bilingual immigrants who arrived
in Canada during elementary school, found that both bilingual groups outper-
formed the monolinguals on writing. As researchers in other language domains,
these studies’ authors have attributed the multilingual advantage in novel liter-
acy learning to the interdependence between languages and writing systems
(Modirkhamene 2006), to increased metalinguistic awareness in multilinguals
(Clyne, Hunt, and Isaakidis 2004), and to a more general interest in and positive
attitudes towards languages in multiple language users (Brohy 2001; Clyne,
Hunt, and Isaakidis 2004).

It has been pointed out, however, that the positive effects of bilingualism on
literacy learning in additional languages may be mediated by socio-psychological
and socio-cultural factors as well. Indeed, Mady (2014) found that only the immi-
grant bilingual group showed an advantage in reading French, while no differ-
ence was found between the Canadian-born bilinguals and the monolinguals.
Multiple linear regression analyses revealed that the immigrant group’s advan-
tages did not derive from proficiency in L1 or English, motivation, attitude, meta-
linguistic awareness, or strategy use. Rather, it was socio-psychological variables
such as the immigrants’ willingness to communicate in and lower anxiety to-
wards French that were predictive of higher reading proficiency in that language.
In other words, it was the immigration experience coupled with daily use of an L2
(English) that lowered the immigrant bilinguals’ fear and facilitated their readi-
ness to learn and use a new language.

Evidence that socio-cultural factors may mediate the extent to which bilin-
gualism facilitates novel literacy learning comes from studies of bilingual immi-
grants in socio-political contexts that are not supportive of bilingualism. These
studies have either failed to find differences between monolinguals and
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bilinguals or have even documented lower performance among bilingual
students. For example, Schoonen et al. (2002), who focused on written English
proficiency by immigrants who were bilingual in their L1 and Dutch (L2) and
Dutch monolinguals in the Netherlands, found no significant differences be-
tween the two groups. Moreover, Van Gelderen et al. (2003), who studied
English acquisition in the same population, found that bilingual immigrant stu-
dents performed worse on reading proficiency and sentence verification tests
than the monolingual Dutch students. Thus, like those European studies con-
ducted in the 1990s with immigrant children (see section 14.2), some research
conducted in subtractive bilingual environments where bilinguals’ L1 has low
status has failed to find evidence of a bilingual advantage in L3 acquisition.
Van Gelderen and colleagues speculated that the bilingual advantage in novel
literacy learning might not be rooted in oral bilingualism but rather in the abil-
ity to read and write in more than one language. That is, experience with multi-
literacy may result in a more flexible orthographic system that promotes more
efficient learning of new writing systems and conventions to represent spoken
language. On the other hand, experience with two oral languages, while it
might help some aspects of L3 acquisition, might not necessarily confer supe-
rior decoding, reading, spelling and writing skills in a new language.

A series of studies that compared the influence of biliteracy versus oral bi-
lingualism on L3 literacy development were recently conducted by Schwartz
and colleagues (Kahn-Horwitz et al. 2014; Kahn-Horwitz, Schwartz, and Share
2011; Schwartz et al. 2007; Schwartz, Kahn-Horwitz, and Share 2014). All stud-
ies were conducted in Israel and involved immigrant 8-to-11-year-old students
who were either only bilingual or both bilingual and biliterate in Hebrew and
their first language (Russian or Arabic). In general, the results of these studies
demonstrated that biliterate bilinguals outperformed monoliterate bilinguals,
and these, in turn, outperformed monolingual students on a number of English
literacy measures, including phoneme deletion and analysis, decoding, and
spelling (Kahn-Horwitz, Schwartz, and Share 2011; Schwartz et al. 2007). In ad-
dition, biliterate bilinguals also showed superior self-teaching of English ortho-
graphic conventions (Schwartz, Kahn-Horwitz, and Share 2014). These results
were confirmed by Abu Rabia and Sanitsky (2010), who also documented stron-
ger word reading, spelling, and reading comprehension skills in English among
bilingual and biliterate Russian/Hebrew bilingual sixth graders as compared to
Hebrew monolinguals. Overall, these findings were interpreted as evidence that
multiliteracy aids in the process of developing literacy skills in a new language
because decoding, reading, spelling and writing abilities transfer and can
be applied across languages. The transfer occurs even when languages have
different orthographies, as in the case of Russian and English. The authors
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speculated that Russian literacy skills promote the development of English
reading because the alphabets of both languages are based on similar ortho-
graphic principles – a fully-fledged alphabet with letters representing conso-
nants and vowels, unlike Hebrew which has a consonantal orthography where
vowels are not represented by letters.

Thus, the question remains whether the bilingual advantage in novel literacy
development exists even when there is no overlap between the conventions of
the known writing systems and those of the novel one. Kahn-Horwitz et al. (2014)
specifically investigated English decoding and spelling by Hebrew monolingual
and multilingual 10-year-old students who spoke Circassian as L1 and were also
literate in Hebrew and Arabic. As expected, the multilingual/multi-literate chil-
dren outperformed the Hebrew monolinguals in decoding and spelling target
English orthographic conventions. However, there were no significant differences
between the two groups in decoding and spelling the silent 〈e〉, an orthographic
feature that does not exist in either the Arabic or Hebrew writing system. The au-
thors interpreted this finding as suggesting that phonemes and orthographic
characteristics that exist in known writing systems facilitate the learning of or-
thographic conventions in a new language. However, multiliteracy alone does
not aid in the process of learning novel orthographic features to which the
learner has never been exposed before.

In conclusion, it appears that multilingualism facilitates literacy develop-
ment in additional languages but only to the extent that multilingualism is asso-
ciated with other characteristics, in particular, specific socio-psychological
variables (such as low anxiety and willingness to communicate in the new lan-
guage), an additive bilingual environment that promotes and values multiple
languages, multiliteracy, and overlap between known and novel writing systems.

14.4 Direct and indirect effects of multilingualism
on novel language learning

The studies reviewed so far indicate a general multilingual advantage in novel
language learning in different language domains, in particular, phonetics/pho-
nology, vocabulary, grammar and literacy. Hirosh and Degani (2018) have pro-
posed a model to account for the direct and indirect effects of multilingualism
that might facilitate novel language learning (see Figure 14.1). As can be seen,
direct effects include skills that “transfer ‘as is’ from prior experience to the
learning situation” (2018: 893). These processes include both the transfer of
knowledge – sound contrasts, articulatory gestures, lexical patterns, syntactic
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rules and constructions, and orthographic conventions – from previously
learned languages to the new language as well as the use of learning strategies
and skills developed from prior language learning experiences in the new situa-
tion. Indirect effects, on the other hand, are those that originate from the cogni-
tive and social abilities of the learner which have changed following prior
language learning. When faced with a new language, learners will make use of
these enhanced cognitive and social abilities to acquire it in a process that is
indirectly influenced but also facilitated by these abilities.

Many of the studies reviewed in this chapter provide evidence of the facil-
itating effects of the direct transfer of knowledge and skills from a previously
learned language to a novel one. In the area of phonetics/phonology, for in-
stance, Antoniou et al. (2015) found that only Korean-English bilinguals –
and not Chinese-English bilinguals – outperformed monolinguals on the
discrimination of universally-difficult Korean-like contrasts, a result that sug-
gests that the bilingual advantage originated from the direct transfer of a
known phonetic contrast. Similarly, the post-training multilingual advantage
on contrast discrimination found by Trembley and Sabourin (2012) was inter-
preted as the direct result of extensive experience with learning new sounds,
a learning situation that is familiar to multilinguals. In the area of word
learning, the multilingual advantage found in studies of both adults and chil-
dren (Byers-Heinlein and Werker, 2013; Kaushanskaya, Gross, and Buac 2014;
Kaushanskaya, Yoo, and Van Hecke 2013) has similarly been interpreted as
stemming from the direct transfer of the experience of mapping two labels to
one referent. That is, extensive practice with learning and using translation
equivalents allows bilinguals to directly transfer this experience to a new
learning situation, improving novel word learning by virtue of direct imple-
mentation of prior learning strategies. The same has been argued in studies
that have documented a multilingual advantage in the area of grammar.
Multilinguals have indeed been argued to have a larger repertoire of syntactic
rules and constructions (Leung 2005) and grammatical learning strategies
(Kemp 2007) that can be directly transferred when learning a new language,
facilitating the acquisition of its grammatical system. Finally, evidence of
higher literacy learning in multilinguals as compared to monolinguals has
also been interpreted as suggesting that it is the direct overlap between the
orthographic characteristics of known writing systems and those of the novel
language that facilitates the acquisition of novel orthographic conventions.
Thus, accumulated recent research in different areas of language learning
suggests that prior knowledge of multiple languages directly contributes to
and facilitates the acquisition of new languages.
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At the same time, recent research also suggests that multilingualism may fur-
ther exert an indirect effect on language learning by virtue of changes that have
occurred in the social and cognitive abilities of the learner following previous
language learning experiences. For example, multilingualism may bring about
changes to the cognitive linguistic system (Grey et al. 2017) and to statistical
learning mechanisms, enhancing phonological memory (Papagno and Vallar
1995; Trembley and Sabourin 2012), increasing the flexibility of the phonological
system (Kaushanskaya and Marian 2009b), expanding the lexical-semantic net-
work (Kaushanskaya and Rechtzigel 2012), improving metalinguistic skills and
overall learning strategies (Klein 1995; Nation and McLaughlin 1986; Nayak et al.
1990; see also Chapter 15, this volume), and enhancing cognitive control abilities
(Bartolotti and Marian 2012; Yoshida et al. 2011). Multilingualism may also alter
the learners’ social abilities, lowering their anxiety and increasing their willing-
ness to communicate in a new language (Mady 2014). The abilities conferred by
multilingualism can be linguistic or nonlinguistic in nature (see Figure 14.1) but
they both operate indirectly to promote language learning.

It is important to note, however, as argued by Hirosh and Degani (2018), that
these direct and indirect effects of multilingualism do not operate independently
on novel language learning; rather they are mediated by the characteristics of
the learner and of the languages involved. Indeed, as shown in Figure 14.1, direct
and indirect forces may play a different role in child and adult learners, in class-
room- and environment-based multilinguals, in proficient and more limited
learners, in literate and oral speakers of multiple languages, and in additive and
subtractive bilingual environments. For example, classroom bilinguals may be
facilitated in novel word learning only in situations that have been practiced be-
fore, such as when mapping phonologically unfamiliar words to known con-
cepts, as they can directly transfer their prior learning experience to the new
learning situation (Kaushanskaya, Yoo, and Van Hecke 2013). On the other hand,
environment-based bilinguals might show facilitation in novel word learning due
to the indirect cognitive changes – i.e. increased attentional control abilities –
that have occurred following their life-long use of two languages and of transla-
tion equivalents (Bartolotti and Marian 2012; Yoshida et al. 2011). Similarly, bili-
teracy may enhance the learning of novel orthographic conventions because the
characteristics of the two known writing systems can be directly transferred to
the new learning task (Abu Rabia and Sanitsky 2010; Kahn-Horwitz, Schwartz,
and Share 2011; Schwartz et al. 2007). However, oral multilingualism may also
facilitate literacy learning in a more indirect manner, by increasing metalinguis-
tic awareness and positive attitudes towards languages and language learning
(Brohy 2001; Clyne, Hunt, and Isaakidis 2004).
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At the extreme, multilingualism can directly and indirectly benefit novel lan-
guage learning in environments that support, value, and promote the use of multi-
ple languages (Bild and Swain 1989; Cenoz and Valencia 1994; Lasagabaster 2000;
Sanz 2000; Swain et al. 1990). However, in subtractive bilingual environments,
these positive influences may be suppressed or “masked” by socioeconomic and
socioeducational variables – such as low SES and limited education – that work
against multilingualism (Jaspaert and Lemmens 1990; Sanders and Meijers 1995;
Schoonen et al. 2002; Van Gelderen et al. 2003). Indeed, when such SES factors are
controlled for, bilinguals continue to outperform monolinguals in novel language
learning, confirming the benefits of multiple language knowledge when encoun-
tering a new language. A recent study by Hopp et al. (2019) supports this hypothe-
sis. The authors compared English L3 learning (vocabulary and grammar) in 200
3rd and 4th graders who were either German monolingual or bilingual in German
and a heritage language. The study found that while the bilingual group scored
lower than the monolingual group overall when group means were compared,
there were significant advantages for bilingual students in English vocabulary and
grammar once social background factors were controlled for. Thus, it is possible
that previous studies that failed to find a bilingual advantage in bilingual immi-
grant populations either did not control or controlled only a subset of background
variables in group comparisons, masking bilingual performance advantages in
novel language learning.

The direct and indirect effects of multilingualism on novel language learning
are not only mediated by the characteristics of the learner but also of the lan-
guages involved. For example, when languages share a high degree of similarity,
learners are more likely to directly transfer knowledge and skills from a known
language to a novel one, aiding its acquisition process. For instance, Korean-
English bilinguals outperformed monolinguals and Chinese-English bilinguals on
the discrimination of Korean-like contrasts, suggesting that phonetic contrast simi-
larity facilitated novel language learning (Antoniou et al. 2015). Similarly, in the
area of literacy, many studies have documented the facilitative effects of ortho-
graphic similarity in the acquisition of novel orthographic conventions (Abu Rabia
and Sanitsky 2010; Kahn-Horwitz, Schwartz, and Share 2011; Schwartz et al. 2007).
On the other hand, it is possible that when languages are less related, multilin-
gualism still benefits novel language learning but in a more indirect way. Indeed,
knowledge of highly unrelated languages may result in stronger inhibition of one
language when using the other (Van Assche, Duyck, and Gollan 2013), increasing
cognitive control abilities and the potential indirect influences of multilingualism
on novel language learning. Conversely, knowledge of closely-related languages
may promote more parallel language activation, altering the organization of the
linguistic and cognitive system and increasing opportunities for direct transfer.
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14.5 Conclusion and future research

In conclusion, this chapter has reviewed extant research on the effects of multi-
lingualism on the acquisition of new languages, focusing on the learning of pho-
netics/phonology, vocabulary, grammar, and literacy. In general, this research
suggests that multilinguals are typically better than learners who have only had
experience with one language when learning new sound contrasts and words
and novel grammatical systems and orthographic conventions. It was proposed
that this multilingual advantage derives from the direct and indirect influences
of multilingualism on novel language learning. Direct influences include the di-
rect transfer of knowledge and skills from known languages and previous learn-
ing experiences to the novel language and learning task; indirect influences
derive from the changes to the general cognitive and linguistic abilities of the
learner that have occurred because of multilingualism. Such direct and indirect
influences do not operate independently but rather they are mediated by the
characteristics of the learner – age, context of learning, proficiency and literacy
level – and by the degree of similarity of the languages involved.

While evidence that multilingualism facilitates the acquisition of new lan-
guages is robust, more research is needed to elucidate the relative contribution
of direct and indirect influences on language learning in different domains. For
example, evidence in phonetics/phonology is limited and the latest studies have
shown complex patterns. For example, both the Chinese-English and Korean-
English bilinguals in Antoniou et al. (2015) outperformed monolinguals on the
learning of universally-easy Chinese-like contrasts, although only the Korean-
English bilinguals did better than monolinguals in the learning of universally dif-
ficult Korean-like contrasts. Therefore, it is possible that the direct and indirect
forces behind the multilingual advantage operate differently depending on the
complexity of the learning task. When learning is easy (e.g., as in the case of the
Chinese-like contrasts), the advantage may be rooted in the indirect changes to
the cognitive linguistic system brought about by multilingualism. Yet, when
learning is difficult, enhanced cognitive abilities might not be sufficient to pro-
duce an advantage, and multilinguals may show superior performance than
monolinguals only through direct transfer of specific knowledge and experiences
(Hirosh and Degani 2018).

Also, future studies on the contribution of multilingualism on novel language
learning should alter the characteristics of the learners involved to truly under-
stand how these mediate the multilingual advantage. Indeed, with the exception
of research on vocabulary learning which has included children and adults and
compared classroom- with environment-based multilinguals, studies in other
language domains have been limited to only adults (phonology, grammar) or
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primarily school-age children (literacy) and to environment-based multilinguals.
Likewise, the role of bi- or multi-literacy in the acquisition of a new language
must be further investigated because its specific contribution to novel phonologi-
cal, lexical, morphosyntactic and literacy learning is not well understood. Most
importantly, since contradicting results regarding the multilingual advantage
have come from studies in subtractive bilingual environments, it is imperative
that future studies examine whether socioeconomic and socioeducational varia-
bles such as low SES and limited education truly suppress or mask the positive
influences that multilingualism can have on novel language learning. Cummins’s
threshold hypothesis (1976, 1991) posited that bilingualism results in cognitive ad-
vantages when the L1 is valued and the acquisition of an L2 does not result in the
loss of L1 but rather in high levels of bilingual proficiency. In this case, such cog-
nitive benefits can be expected to also facilitate the acquisition of a new language.
On the other hand, in environments where the L1 is not valued and learners
develop L2 at the expense of L1, limited bilingual proficiency may result in lack of
cognitive benefits or even in cognitive disadvantages, with no or negative effects
on novel language learning. However, is this the case in all language domains?
Why are advantages sometimes reported even in the case of subtractive environ-
ments? Did previous studies that failed to find a bilingual advantage in bilingual
immigrant populations not control or only control for a subset of background var-
iables in group comparisons, masking bilingual performance advantages in novel
language learning?

Finally, studies in the areas of phonetics/phonology and grammar have
shown that monolingual-multilingual differences in novel language learning are
often masked by behavioral paradigms that might not be sophisticated enough
to capture patterns of language processing in mono- and multilingual speakers
(Grey et al. 2017; Trembley 2010). Therefore, future research should make use of
neurophysiological methods such as ERPs that reflect electric brain responses to
stimuli. These methods are more objective than other types of measures influ-
enced by voluntary processes and thus may be potentially more informative of a
multilingual advantage in novel language learning. Indeed, Trembley (2010) and
Grey et al. (2017) found that while behavioral measures failed to reveal differen-
ces between monolingual and multilingual learners, ERPs demonstrated a facili-
tative effect of language experience on contrast discrimination (Trembley 2010)
and grammatical processing (Grey et al. 2017). Therefore, future studies should
make use of new methodologies and paradigms that reveal the neural correlates
of language learning and combine them with behavioral methods to obtain a
more complete picture of how previous language experience shapes language
processing and cognition. These studies could shed new light on the differences
between monolinguals and multilinguals in the acquisition of new languages
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and uncover the underlying mechanisms by which multilingualism directly and
indirectly affects language learning.
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Elisabeth Allgäuer-Hackl and Ulrike Jessner

15 Cross-linguistic Interaction
and Multilingual Awareness

15.1 Introduction

The present chapter deals with language contact phenomena in relation to mul-
tilingual awareness, an umbrella term including metalinguistic and cross-
linguistic awareness, from a dynamic and complexity systems (DSCT) point of
view, in particular from the stance of the Dynamic Model of Multilingualism
(DMM; Herdina and Jessner 2002). The first part gives an overview of the main
concepts used in research on the interaction of the languages in a person’s
mind and discusses cross-linguistic influence (CLI) and cross-linguistic interac-
tion (CLIN) in more detail. The section that follows is dedicated to studies
on metalinguistic and cross-linguistic awareness in multilinguals, highlighting
the differences between monolingualism, bilingualism, and multilingualism.
Enhanced multilingual awareness on the part of learners, which can be linked
not only to their prior experience as multilingual learners but also to their
knowledge of different linguistic systems and of how these interact, can lead to
more successful language learning. It may also support multilinguals’ efforts to
compensate for the effects of attrition more easily and effectively.

The second part of the chapter reflects our main research focus, namely the
role of metalinguistic and cross-linguistic awareness in multilingual develop-
ment and the multilingual system, both interpreted from a DSCT perspective
but also from other theoretical backgrounds whenever deemed necessary.
Multilingualism and multiple language learning refer to the use and learning of
more than two languages. The terms include simultaneous as well as consecu-
tive processes of acquisition of three or more languages. That is, a difference is
made between SLA/bilingualism and TLA/trilingualism since the initial condi-
tions in L3 learning differ from those an L2 learner encounters. For a number of
researchers, including the authors of the present chapter, however, the study of
multilingualism provides a new theoretical lens for all language acquisition
processes including L1 acquisition (cf. Flynn, Foley, and Vinnitskaya 2004;
Herdina and Jessner 2002).
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15.2 Contact phenomena in the multilingual mind

Up to the 1960s, languages were perceived as separated, competing for cogni-
tive resources, space and identity in a bilingual person’s brain or mind, an
idea visualized through the balloon picture (e.g., Baker 2011). Many studies
on language contact phenomena such as transfer and interference in bilin-
guals still reflect the presupposition that languages are stored in separate
compartments (Cook 2016: 25). From a DSCT perspective, however, multilin-
gual development is dynamic and complex and includes language growth as
well as attrition. The language systems interact with each other and within
the multilingual system in a process that changes the system and the subsys-
tems continually and leads to emergent properties in the multilingual mind.
Additionally, there is also constant interaction between the individual and
the societal level. Therefore, considerable individual differences can be ex-
pected to exist within a group of learners.

The following subsections deal with different types of relationships that
have been proposed between multiple languages in the multilingual mind such
as those investigated in research on transfer/interference, cross-linguistic influ-
ence (CLI), cross-linguistic interaction (CLIN), as well as code-switching.

15.2.1 Transfer and interference

The transfer of knowledge is an important part of all learning processes: “In
the case of languages, transfer [. . .] consists of using an element of one lan-
guage in another” (Lüdi & Py 2009: 155). In SLA research, transfer usually re-
fers to the influence of previous language knowledge on acquisition, not on
the speech processes (cf. Cook 2016: 27). Above all in educational contexts,
positive transfer is differentiated from negative interference. While transfer
may not be detectable (e.g., in the case of genetically close languages), inter-
ference in this connection denotes visible products of transfer processes or,
in other words, non-correct output in the target language and serves as an
explanation for deficiencies in language learners and bi-/multilinguals. For
Odlin (2016: 6), the distinction between positive transfer and negative inter-
ference “does suggest an eventual effect of behaviourist psychology” on SLA
research.

Cook (2016) discusses the term in connection with multi-competence and
defines transfer as one possible relationship between the languages in the
mind of a speaker. For Herdina and Jessner (2002: 28), transfer can be ob-
served in all (linguistic) systems and subsystems, can take any direction and
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can lead to diverse outcomes. Since it is a dynamic process, psychological
studies on what motivates learners to see languages as related and to transfer
knowledge from one to the other language should complement psycholinguis-
tic studies of transfer. Thus, the DMM distinguishes between (spontaneous)
production processes or speech processes during which languages might
interfere with each other in the moment of speaking and the transfer of struc-
tures that has a lasting effect on a given language (e.g. fossilization). DSCT-
based multilingualism research discusses transfer in connection with the
wider phenomena of CLI and CLIN, which are outlined in the following
subsections.

15.2.2 Cross-linguistic influence (CLI)

CLI, a concept defined by Kellerman and Sharwood-Smith in 1986, denotes the
influence that linguistic systems exert on each other and includes phenomena
such as transfer, interference, borrowing, and avoidance. Odlin (2016), how-
ever, points out that the notion of influence is not entirely clear and subject to
more research.

Up to the 1980s, CLI was mainly interpreted as transfer from the L1 to the
other languages. Since then, research has provided evidence that in bilinguals
or L2 learners, CLI is bidirectional; i.e., influence happens in two possible direc-
tions (cf. Cook 2003, 2016). Pavlenko and Jarvis (2002), for example, studied the
influence of L1 Russian on L2 English and vice versa and discovered that the
use of the L2 also started to shape L1 written productions.

15.2.2.1 CLI in multilinguals
Research on transfer in SLA has a long tradition, but the body of research on CLI
within TLA has also grown considerably over the last years. Since complexity in-
creases with each language added, CLI in TLA is different from CLI in SLA. The
contact between, for example, three language systems is much more complex
than between two, as “apart from the bidirectional relationship between L1 and
L2, L3 can influence L1 and vice versa and L2 and L3 can also influence each
other” (Herdina and Jessner 2002: 66). Consequently, CLI in multilinguals is mul-
tidirectional, meaning that all language systems influence each other and this
influence can take any direction. Additionally, two or more languages can influ-
ence one target language, a phenomenon that De Angelis (2007) termed com-
bined CLI. De Angelis, Jessner and Kresic (2015: 1) describe CLI in multilinguals
as a dynamic phenomenon that is “determined and defined by the amount and
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type of language knowledge held in the mind, and by the use that multilinguals
make of such knowledge in production and comprehension”. From a DSCT point
of view, the influence that language systems exert on each other due to
their interaction is cumulative and often unpredictable (cf. Herdina and
Jessner 2002; cf. Flynn et al. 2004 on syntactic development).

15.2.2.2 CLI factors in L3 acquisition
According to Hammarberg (2001: 21–41), several criteria are influential in the re-
lationship between languages in L3 production such as typological and cultural
similarity, level of proficiency, recency of use, and L2 status. Typology plays an
important role in CLI phenomena (e.g., Cenoz 2003a) and remains a dominant
topic within research on syntax (e.g., Rothman 2011). But also psychotypology
(Kellerman 1995), which reflects the learners’ perception of similarities between
languages even if they are factually not similar (cf. Zawadzka 2011), has been
defined as a robust predictor of CLI (cf. De Angelis et al. 2015: 2). According to
Cenoz (2001), typology may be decisive in the case of bilinguals whose typologi-
cally related L1 may play a specific role as a supporter language in L3 learning.
Multilingualism research has also raised the question of the level of proficiency
in the non-native languages that is necessary for transfer to occur (e.g., De
Angelis 2007). Some researchers have added context as an influential factor
(Cenoz, Hufeisen, and Jessner 2001: 2; De Angelis 2007), while others have fo-
cused on external factors such as the interlocutor’s role in language mixing in
production (e.g., Cenoz, Hufeisen, and Jessner 2003). A concise overview of re-
search into these and other factors can be found in De Angelis, Jessner, and
Kresic (2015: Chapter 1).

15.2.2.3 What is transferred?
Phenomena of CLI have been identified at all linguistic levels (cf. De Angelis
and Dewaele 2011: viii) even though there are considerably more studies on
syntactic than on morphological/phonological transfer. Several studies have
dealt with lexical transfer and the mental lexicon in L3 production (e.g., Ecke
2001; Herwig 2001), while others with the transfer of specific structures or lexi-
cal units (e.g., Cenoz 2001; Williams and Hammerberg 1998). Phonological CLI,
with a focus on specific areas of phonological transfer, has been the focus of
recent studies (Gut 2010; Marx and Mehlhorn 2010; Mayr and Montanari 2015;
Wrembel 2010). In addition, some researchers have explored issues of CLI and
metalinguistic awareness (e.g., Jessner, Megens, and Graus 2016).
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15.2.2.4 On the L2 status
Another discussion refers to the role of the L1 as opposed to that of the L2 in
multilingual CLI. Proponents of L1 transfer hypotheses assume a decisive influ-
ence of the L1, while L2 transfer hypotheses assign a special role to the second
(often foreign) language for L3/Ln acquisition. Many TLA studies show a partic-
ular role of the L2, above all in connection with syntactic development.
Learners typically transfer linguistic and language learning knowledge from
their L2 to their L3, for instance when the L2 is typologically related to the
L3 (see De Angelis, Jessner, and Kresic 2015 for an overview). Another ex-
planation for the special status of the L2 in TLA is the foreign language
effect as learners tend to transfer from the foreign language most recently
learned (e.g., Bardel and Falk 2007; Bono 2011).

Similarly, in their investigation of L3 use, De Angelis and Selinker (2001: 51)
introduced the concept of interlanguage transfer. They hold that activation
occurs across language systems, and these compete for selection. Phonological
criteria seem to be important, meaning that in this process, foreign languages
win over the L1 in multilingual CLI, since, as the researchers believe, “there is
a potential cognitive mode called ‘talk foreign’ or ‘foreign language mode’
[. . .] that eases the path of interlanguage transfer” (De Angelis and Selinker
2001: 51).

Many studies reveal the differing roles of L1 and L2 when used as sup-
porter languages in L3 acquisition. Hammarberg (2001) and Jessner (2006) dis-
covered that learners activate all their languages during L3 production and
that the languages involved play different roles. Hammarberg (2001: 25) found
a “characteristic division of roles” in the oral Swedish productions of polyglot
researcher Sarah Williams between the English L1 and German L2 at different
linguistic levels (lexicon, pronunciation, morphology etc.). Language switches
into English were more frequent than into German, above all at the beginning,
while the learner relied more heavily on German as a supplier language for
word constructions (Hammarberg 2001: 31).

In their Cumulative Enhancement Model, Flynn et al. (2004) argue that the
L1 does not play a special role, but that all languages influence the target lan-
guage (cf. De Angelis, Jessner, and Kresic 2015: 2). Vanhove and Berthele (2015)
investigated CLI in connection with cognate guessing and found that the L1 is
used together with non-native languages; i.e., all previously known languages
play a role in this type of task.

15 Cross-linguistic Interaction and Multilingual Awareness 329

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



15.2.2.5 Complexity of interaction of factors
Cenoz (2001) investigated the role of language typology, L2 status, and age in
Basque-Spanish bilingual school children (grades 2, 6 and 9) learning English
as an L3. Generally speaking, older learners presented more instances of CLI
than younger learners despite higher English proficiency. Transfer mostly
occurred from Spanish to English, even in bilingual Basque-Spanish students.
Consequently, linguistic distance seems to play a role, but also psychotypology,
as the author points out. Apart from language typology, the different status of
Spanish (the majority language) and Basque (the minority language) in the spe-
cific (socio)linguistic context further influenced the choices the students made,
highlighting the complexity of research on CLI in trilinguals.

Many studies have focused on typology and psychotypology such as Ecke
(2001), who highlights the role of psychotypology in learners of L3 German and
the prominent role of the L2 (English). Ringbom’s (2001) research on lexical
transfer confirms the different roles that the L1 and the L2 play in transfer pro-
cesses in L3 English and supports the significance of typology, which, however,
is reduced in the case of transfer of meaning (as opposed to transfer of form).
Psychotypology also seems to play a role in Zawadzka’s (2011) study on learn-
ers’ self-perceived transfer bases between their target language Polish and pre-
viously learned languages (German, English, Latin, French), and in Lindquist’s
(2015) research on the role of psychotypology and CLI in young Swedish learn-
ers of French as L3.

Typology or language distance may refer not to the languages per se but to dif-
ferent subsystems. In Sanchez (2011), the influence of L3 German on the L4 English
of Spanish-Catalan bilingual primary school learners was analyzed in an area
where German is relatively distant from all the other languages involved, namely
with respect to verb placement and syntax. Results provided strong evidence for
the activation of L3 German in L4 initial English productions. That is, typological
distance between German and English in connection with verb placement did not
discourage transfer from German to English. Or, in other words, typological close-
ness between Spanish and Catalan (L1s) on the one hand and English on the other
in this particular syntactic field did not encourage transfer between these lan-
guages. The factor that seemed to be stronger than typology was L2 status, which
denotes the influence of a non-native language (German) in TLA (L4 English in this
study).

A study carried out by Gibson, Hufeisen, and Libben (2001) on German prepo-
sitional verbs compared learners of German as an L2 with those who studied
German as an L3 or L4. Expectations that another foreign language (English) ac-
quired before German would facilitate the acquisition of prepositional verbs were
not fulfilled, as L3/L4 learners did not outperform L2 learners on the task. The
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typological similarity of German and English, for instance, did not help learners in
this specific task. Furthermore, the L1 (a variety of languages) did not have any
decisive influence on the production of German verbs.

Most TLA studies deal with the transfer of structures from previously
learned languages to a new target language, while research interest in transfer
from a new to a known language is a more recent phenomenon. The transfer of
L3 German onto L2 English was investigated by Cheung, Matthews, and Tsang
(2011: 54) in a study involving L1 Cantonese speakers, which focused on the
transfer of tense/aspect in connection with the (present) perfect tense in the
two Indo-European languages. Learners with L3 German used non-target sen-
tences in their English productions to a much higher degree than learners with
other third languages, and their judgments of present perfect/past sentences
showed a higher acceptability rate of non-target sentences than the control
group’s judgments. Thus, the results provide strong evidence for CLI from
German L3 to English L2. The reasons proposed by the researchers for CLI are
the typology of the two languages and the recency of use/acquisition.

The role of the non-native language German in decoding the unknown
language Danish in L1 Dutch speakers was investigated by Swarte, Schüppert,
and Gooskens (2015). They found certain evidence for the foreign language
mode factor (see section 15.2.2.4.), but also for the significance of German pro-
ficiency in translating German-Danish cognates. In a similar vein, the impact
of proficiency in a non-native language (L2 English, L3 German or French)
when processing an unknown language (Danish) turned out to be higher than
that of language typology in a Polish study carried out by Mieszkowska and
Otwinowska (2015). Furthermore, the use of English as a language of testing
seemed to motivate learners to use this language as a source of transfer.

Recapitulating, language typology, perceived language distance or psychoty-
pology, recency of acquisition and use, frequency of use or of certain structures (cf.
Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008), the level of proficiency in the target language, and the
foreign language effect have been identified as the main factors that interact and
influence the activation of previously learned languages in the acquisition and use
of a further language (cf. De Angelis 2007; see also Chapter 14, this volume).

15.2.3 Cross-linguistic interaction (CLIN)

15.2.3.1 Definition
There is a range of phenomena that Herdina and Jessner (2002: 29) define as
cross-linguistic interaction or CLIN. Jessner (2008: 275) describes CLIN in multi-
linguals as
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an umbrella term, including not only transfer and interference, but also codeswitching
and borrowing. Furthermore, it is also meant to cover another set of phenomena, includ-
ing the cognitive effects of multilingual development. These are nonpredictable dynamic
effects that determine the development of the systems themselves.

Thus, CLIN phenomena work on both the linguistic and the cognitive level of multi-
lingual learning and use and are part of multilingual proficiency (Herdina and
Jessner 2002). They also refer to increased metalinguistic awareness and metacogni-
tive skills inmultilinguals (cf. Jessner, Megens, and Graus 2016). CLINmay have both
a retarding and/or an accelerating effect on language development in general and on
cross-linguistic awareness in particular since it is assumed to initiate “autocatalytic
developments observed inmultilingual speakers” (Herdina and Jessner 2002: 107).

15.2.3.2 Multilingual CLIN processes in literacy development
In her study on cross-lexical search in German-Italian bilingual students
learning English as an L3, which aimed at exploring “the relationship be-
tween cross-linguistic interaction and linguistic awareness in the use of multi-
lingual compensatory strategies,” Jessner (2006: 87) provides a detailed
analysis of the differing roles that German and Italian play in her subjects’
written productions in English using introspection in the form of Think Aloud
Protocols (TAP). The activation of both languages in the production of English
shows cross-lexical consultation between the three languages, for instance
when cognates were involved. In the case of lexical deficits, the two lan-
guages played different roles, which depended on language proficiency, re-
cency of use, and typology.

Cenoz and Gorter (2011) looked at the written productions of Basque-
Spanish-English trilingual students in Basque schools where Basque is used
as a medium of instruction. The participants were asked to write a composi-
tion based on differing pictures in each of their three languages on different
days. The correlations between the scores obtained in the three languages for
the dimensions of content, organization, grammar, vocabulary and mechanics
were calculated. The results showed that most of the correlations were signifi-
cant, indicating that the dimensions across languages are interrelated and
that “multilingual speakers share some skills across their different languages”
(2011: 362). Interdependence was also found for general writing skills. Cenoz
and Gorter (2011: 365) conclude that their analyses “point in the same direc-
tion, suggesting that there is an underlying common multilingual strategy
that is then produced in three languages”.

De Angelis and Jessner (2012) applied a dynamic systems approach to
their investigation of trilingual writing (L1 Italian, L2 German and L3 English)
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of 8th graders in the bilingual South Tyrolean context. The main DSCT tenets
that provided the basis for the study were the interaction of language systems,
the interdependence of language development and use, and the assumption
of qualitative changes in the overall multilingual system. Data analysis in-
cluded measures of fluency, proficiency levels in the non-native languages,
and measures of association between proficiency levels and school grades.
The results showed a significant correlation between the length of L1 Italian
texts and the proficiency levels in German; a strong positive correlation was
found between fluency in L2 German production and the grades in English
and between L3 English fluency and L2 German proficiency. Moreover, results
revealed that all languages depended on each other.

Stavans (2015) carried out a study on the development of multilingual
pre-literacy in young children who were exposed to English and Arabic
writing systems in their surroundings, and who were compared to children
living in Hebrew monolingual environments. Mono- and multilingual chil-
dren differed from each other in several ways, but the most striking differ-
ence was found in the explanations the multilingual children gave when
judging the (non-)readability of sequences of signs. Stavans (2015) draws
attention to the dynamic interaction between the multilingual linguistic
landscape and the processes of understanding writing systems before for-
mal schooling.

Summarizing, we can state that studies into multilingual literacy have
shown that there is an interplay between writing processes in the various lan-
guages which might be comparable to the common underlying proficiency (CUP)
introduced by Cummins (cf. Baker and Hornberger 2001) but should also be in-
terpreted as part of the M(ultilingualism)-Factor.

15.2.4 Code-switching

Code-switching, which denotes the alternation of at least two languages or
language varieties in an utterance or interaction, is another language contact
phenomenon. Code-switching has been studied as a social as well as a linguis-
tic phenomenon. It is more or less acceptable depending on the context and
has a variety of aims and purposes (cf. Baker 2011: 108–110; for more details
on this linguistic behavior, see Chapter 7, this volume).
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15.3 Multilingual awareness (MLA)

Metalinguistic (MeLA) and cross-linguistic awareness (XLA) are the two compo-
nents of multilingual awareness that interact in the multilingual mind, and the
levels of awareness exert influence on the organization of the multilingual men-
tal lexicon. The acronym MLA refers to multilingual awareness as an umbrella
term that also includes multilanguage aptitude (MuLA). These concepts are
seen as related. Aptitude does not constitute an innate property but an “emer-
gent property of multilingual systems” (Herdina and Jessner 2002: 117).

The following section provides an overview of concepts related to metalin-
guistic and cross-linguistic awareness as defined within the DMM paradigm
(Herdina and Jessner 2002; Jessner 2019).

15.3.1 Metalinguistic awareness (MeLA)

A number of scholars have investigated the concept of metalinguistic aware-
ness in monolinguals, contributing to the present understanding of MeLA.
Malakoff and Hakuta (1991: 147), for example, define MeLA as the ability to
“step back from the comprehension or production of an utterance in order to
consider the linguistic form and structure underlying the meaning of the utter-
ance”. Metalinguistic awareness in multilinguals has been defined in a variety
of ways, for example as the ability to focus on language, play with and manip-
ulate language, switch between form, function and meaning, reflect on and
manipulate the rules of a language, and use the corresponding metalanguage
(Jessner 2006; Jessner 2008; Simard and Gutiérrez 2018). MeLA can also be re-
garded as one aspect of Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (cf. Baker
and Hornberger 2001: 110ff).

Monolinguals, above all those who work with language, develop metalin-
guistic awareness. A number of studies, however, have shown that bilinguals
display a heightened awareness of the forms, meanings, and rules of a lan-
guage (De Angelis 2007: 121–122); i.e., they develop enhanced metalinguistic
awareness in specific areas (cf. Jessner 2019). In multilinguals, MeLA is again
different in quality. It is defined as one of the most important factors that con-
tribute to an increased ability of multilinguals to learn languages (cf. Cenoz
2003b; see also Chapter 14, this volume). Thomas (1988), one of the first schol-
ars to link metalinguistic awareness with multilingualism, claimed that learn-
ers who have received formal instruction in their L2 are better learners of an L3
(cf. De Angelis 2007: 122). Gibson and Hufeisen (2011: 83) looked into the MeLA
of students with advanced English as Ln and found that more foreign language
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experience “translates into more efficient linguistic abilities at the grammatical
level”. MeLA in multilinguals has been defined as an emergent property of the
multilingual system or mind, since multilingual learners develop skills such as
language learning, language management, and language maintenance skills
that are linked to metalinguistic awareness and to a new quality in language
learning. MeLA is further connected with cognitive advantages such as creativ-
ity and flexibility (e.g., Kharkhurin 2012), with enhanced social skills and with
increased flexibility to switch and adapt strategies (e.g., Kemp 2007).

MeLA is or may be connected with metalanguage or metalinguistic expres-
sions that learners use while commenting on the tasks given. These have been
studied in connection with language switches (Hammarberg 2001; Williams
and Hammarberg 1998) or language learning in formal education (cf. Jessner
2005: 57–58). Jessner investigated the use of metalinguistic questions and com-
ments made by students while they were searching for appropriate expressions
in their L3, and defined them “as evidence of the multilingual speakers reflect-
ing upon language and languages” (Jessner 2005: 59). This work ties in with
Woll (2018: 14), who, studying the reflexive and applied dimensions of MeLA,
explored the role of MeLA in the lexical transfer from English L2 to German L3
in French-speaking Canadians by means of introspective verbal data and found
that “higher levels of MLA [referring to metalinguistic awareness here] in terms
of an explicit analysis of cross-linguistic correspondences, really did seem to
impact transfer rates”. A detailed analysis of the participants’ verbalizations re-
vealed different levels of awareness of the underlying rules even if the corre-
sponding metalinguistic terminology was not known, which led Woll (2018: 14)
to conclude that “awareness at the level of understanding can occur in the ab-
sence of metalinguistic terms”.

15.3.2 Cross-linguistic awareness (XLA)

An emergent property that is closely interwoven with MeLA is cross-linguistic
awareness (XLA), which can be defined as the awareness of the interaction be-
tween the languages in a multilingual’s mind.

In her language biography, Todeva (2009: 53ff) describes how a high level
of MeLA, and, more importantly, XLA, facilitated her learning of additional
languages. Her examples stem from morphology (Greek and Latin suffixes or
prefixes), describing how, with the help of these structures, she discovered
cross-linguistic similarities (for instance, suffixes such as -ment/-mente or
-ción/-tion). This can be interpreted as one concrete example of cross-linguistic
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awareness mediated through metalinguistic awareness; i.e., metalinguistic aware-
ness makes objectification possible.

MeLA in general and XLA in particular act as a catalyst in TLA. Based
on Jessner’s (2006: 116) South Tyrol study, XLA is described as “(a) tacit
awareness shown by the use of cognates in the supporter languages [. . .]
and (b) explicit awareness in the case of switches that are introduced by
meta-language”. However, both properties interact and are “difficult to dis-
entangle”. Consequently, XLA is seen as one aspect of multilingual aware-
ness rather than as an independent phenomenon. As James (1996: 143;
italics in original) points out, the “language transfer issue of classical
Contrastive Analysis becomes a new issue of metalinguistic transfer – its re-
lationship to cross-linguistic awareness”.

The facilitative effect of MeLA combined with XLA on language learning
has been found in a number of studies (see also Chapter 14, this volume).
According to Ó Laoire (2005: 48), studies of L3 learning (in Ireland)

corroborate the assumption that the beneficial effects of metalinguistic awareness are in-
creased if systematic or deliberate linkages are forged between learners’ previous lan-
guage learning experiences and their experience of learning the target L3/L4.

James (1996: 143) remarks that bilinguals exploit the differences between the
languages to their advantage due to their enhanced XLA. The author concludes
that “what bilinguals do socially and spontaneously” (1996: 144) should be in-
troduced in the classroom as a systematic way of looking at language, since
language learners have to be shown how to do this. In a similar way, the stud-
ies carried out by members of the “Dynamics of multilingualism with English”
(DyME) research group at Innsbruck University (www.dyme.uibk.ac.at), which
focuses on the nature of cross-linguistic interaction and multilingual aware-
ness, suggest that applying to the classroom what experienced multilinguals
do, namely using explicit comparisons, contrasting the languages, and raising
the learners’ awareness of commonalities and differences between their L1 and/
or their foreign languages, may be a successful strategy to enhance learners’
MeLA/XLA (cf. also Hornberger 2003; Ringbom 2005; Woll 2018).

15.3.3 Multilingual awareness (MLA) and the M-factor

The M-factor as an emergent property of the multilingual mind denotes
the characteristics that multilingual speakers develop due to the constant inter-
action (CLIN) of several languages in their mind. Emergent phenomena in
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multilinguals are specific skills that comprise metalinguistic and metacognitive
skills, but also certain social skills such as communicative sensitivity and prag-
matic flexibility. They develop in unpredictable ways, and they differ from the
properties displayed by the subsystems, i.e., single languages. The M-factor is
described as a “dispositional effect which will have a priming or catalytic effect
in TLA” (Herdina and Jessner 2002: 129–130). It might be called M-effect since it
is difficult to decide whether it constitutes a precondition or a result of multilin-
gualism. The M-effect refers to skills in multilingual speakers that “include
skills in language learning, language management and language maintenance”
(Herdina and Jessner 2002: 131). L3 learners display higher language learning
skills than second language learners. Their language management skills can be
defined as “the multilingual art of balancing communicative requirements with
language resources” (Herdina and Jessner 2002: 131). Language maintenance
refers to the effort needed to counteract language attrition. These skills are a
crucial aspect of language acquisition that should receive more attention both
in research and in the classroom.

The M-factor or M-effect has two main components, namely multilingual
awareness (MLA) and an enhanced multilingual monitor (EMM), as illustrated
in Figure 15.1. MLA consists of metalinguistic and cross-linguistic awareness, as
already stated, as well as language learning awareness.

The M-factor, a function of the number of languages in a multilingual system
and of their interaction (CLIN), expresses the difference in skills between mono-
lingual and bi- or multilingual speakers when learning an L3 (Herdina and
Jessner 2002: 130). The M-factor can thus be seen as a measure of the advantages
that bi- and multilinguals have over monolinguals since the underlying assump-
tion is that well-developed bi-/multilingual systems have components that are
not present in monolingual systems or that are qualitatively different from those
developed in monolingual systems (cf. Bono and Stratilaki 2009; Jessner 2008;
Jessner 2016).

In DMM, multilingual awareness has been identified as the key factor of mul-
tilingual learning. It has a catalytic effect on further language learning (l) over
time (t), leading to an improved learning curve, which is illustrated in Figure 15.2
taking the example of the development of a third language system or LS3.

Multilingual/metalinguistic awareness and abilities influence and facili-
tate L3 acquisition and learning, as a number of scholars have shown (e.g.,
Gibson and Hufeisen 2003; Hufeisen 2003; Jessner 2006; Meißner 2002; see
also Chapter 14, this volume), and language maintenance (Herdina and
Jessner 2000; see also Chapter 13, this volume). The level of multilingual/
metalinguistic awareness and skills seems to increase with the number of
languages involved.
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Figure 15.1: The M-factor as an emergent property of the multilingual mind (Allgäuer-Hackl
2017: 148, reprinted with permission).

LS3’ MLA

I

t

Figure 15.2: The catalytic effect of MLA on the development of LS3. MLA = multilingual
awareness; LS3 = third language system; t = time; l = language level (adapted from Herdina
and Jessner 2002: 117, reprinted with permission).
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15.3.4 Testing multilingual awareness

A variety of test designs have been used and reported about in the literature
on MLA, and they include various aspects such as grammatical metalinguistic
awareness, pragmatic awareness, phonological awareness and morphologi-
cal awareness. The following overview focuses on test designs used in the
context of the “Dynamics of multilingualism with English” (DyME) research
group on MeLA/XLA (see Section 15.3.3).

Pinto, Titone, and Trusso (1999) investigated MeLA in (monolingual) chil-
dren, adolescents and adults and developed one of the most comprehensive
test batteries for the three age groups, the Metalinguistic Abilities Test (MAT).
The MAT I asks children, for instance, to carry out word order corrections,
evaluate word length, and identify words, numbers and rhyme. For the MAT
II, participants have to analyze the linguistic problems posed (semantic and
grammatical relations; synonymy, ambiguity, and anomaly) and provide an
explanation. In the MAT III, respondents are assessed on their ability to iden-
tify and correct errors of a morphosyntactic nature (linguistic tasks) and on
the justification of their solutions (metalinguistic tasks). Additionally, they
are tested on their understanding of figurative language. The tests have
mainly been used to assess MeLA in native speakers of Italian, English, and
Spanish; in the meantime, the MAT II and the MAT III have been translated
into German (cf. Jessner, Hofer, and Pinto 2015a; Jessner et al. 2015b) and
used in bilingual contexts in South Tyrol.

In the Metalinguistic Knowledge Test (MKT), an adaptation of a test devel-
oped by Alderson et al. (1997, as cited in Elder 2009), participants are given un-
grammatical sentences in which the erroneous part is underlined, plus multiple-
choice options that give (correct and incorrect) explanations for the rule which
is being violated. According to Elder (2009: 117), the test measures passive meta-
linguistic knowledge, since learners do not have to actively verbalize rules.

Decoding or learning an unknown language is a further test format used in
studies on MeLA. In Kemp (2007), the multilingual subjects were better at learn-
ing Basque than the monolinguals based on a higher level of grammatical meta-
linguistic awareness. Fehling (2008) included grammatical and morphological
inferencing tasks (Swedish plural forms; Spanish and Swedish morphology) in
her tests on MeLA. Another widely used method is that of grammaticality judg-
ment tests. While studies on SLA mainly use grammaticality judgment tests to
investigate MeLA, research into multilingualism covers a broader range of skills
related to metalinguistic awareness, e.g., communicative sensibility, creativity,
and flexibility.
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Qualitative research employs Think Aloud Protocols (TAP) with introspective
and/or retrospective comments to elicit information on processes involved in
cross-linguistic word retrieval or text comprehension tasks (cf. Jessner 2006;
Jessner and Török 2017). In her introspective study on lexical search in L3 pro-
duction, Jessner (2006) also found that XLA and MeLA, tested in the form of
explicit meta-language, exerted influence on the activation of the individual
languages in the multilingual mental lexicon (see also Jessner, Megens, and
Graus 2016). According to Woll (2018), introspective verbal data collected
through TAPs complement findings based on language-inherent characteris-
tics of CLI.

15.3.5 Studying multilingual awareness from a DMM
perspective

15.3.5.1 Multilingual learning in institutional contexts
As pointed out above, members of the DyME group at Innsbruck University
(www.dyme.uibk.ac.at) carried out a number of studies that focused on the na-
ture of cross-linguistic interaction and multilingual awareness. Results consis-
tently showed that experienced multilingual learners are specific language
learners with a significant advantage in the development of multilingual/meta-
linguistic skills in comparison with less experienced learners/users.

Hofer (2015) studied the development of MeLA/XLA in 8- and 9-year-old
primary school students in South Tyrol comparing pupils in what the re-
searcher calls a “trilingual branch” with Italian and German as languages of
instruction and English as L3 with pupils in a traditional setting, i.e. with
Italian as the language of instruction and German plus English as additional
languages. The trilingual branch in one school additionally offered a Riflessione
Lingua (‘reflection on language’) class. All children’s language proficiency was as-
sessed in the three languages, and MeLA was tested using a shortened version of
the MAT-2 (Pinto, Titone, and Trusso 1999). The results revealed a clear advan-
tage for the children taught trilingually, who outperformed the control group
by a significant margin in all language proficiency and MeLA tests. An equal
number of hours in Italian and German in addition to systematic reference to
language forms and structures in all three languages served to reinforce the
trilingual pupils’ multilingual awareness. This ties in with the notions of
emergent properties and qualitative changes in trained multilinguals (cf.
Hofer and Jessner 2019).
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Another study on the development of MeLA/XLA in an Austrian vocational
college carried out by Allgäuer-Hackl (2017) focused on emergent multilingual
awareness among students who studied four languages at school, comparing
those who additionally participated in a multilingual training class
(“Multilingual Seminar” [MS]) with a control group who received no additional
training. The research examined whether this type of training positively influ-
enced multilingual awareness. The tasks to be carried out in the test related to
metalinguistic awareness, cross-linguistic awareness, linguistic awareness, and
language learning awareness (Jessner, Hofer, and Pinto 2015a; Jessner et al.
2015b; Pinto, Titone, and Trusso 1999). The study revealed that multilingual
awareness training and multiple language use had a significant positive influ-
ence on the metalinguistic knowledge and skills the students needed for the
analysis of an unknown language. Students in the MS group significantly out-
scored those in the control group on measures of (grammatical) metalinguistic
awareness. The results thus point to an emerging quality in those students who
participated in the training and highlight the different quality of language
learning skills found in experienced multilinguals as compared to beginners
(Cenoz 2003b). The three XLA tasks included in the MeLA test, by contrast, pro-
duced mixed results. MS participants, however, outscored the non-participants
in one of the XLA tasks and displayed a broader range of word/text comprehen-
sion strategies than the control group. The MS group further scored signifi-
cantly higher when the overall test results were compared. In addition to this,
the MS participants displayed an enhanced self-reported awareness of language
learning strategies and multilingual awareness. The findings of the present
study substantiate the claim that multiple language use and MeLA/XLA train-
ing as offered in the MS contribute to enhanced multilingual awareness in its
broadest sense (see also Haukås, Bjørke, and Dypedahl 2018).

15.3.5.2 Multilingual strategies as emergent properties in experienced
multilinguals

Multilingual acquisition processes are considered to be supported by synergetic
effects that emerge in experienced multilingual learners due to the enhanced
(meta)linguistic and metacognitive knowledge which they accumulate. Results
from two large-scale studies carried out at Innsbruck University (for a more de-
tailed discussion, see Chapter 13, this volume) provide extensive proof of such
emergent properties in multilinguals when dealing with an unknown foreign lan-
guage, Rumanian. The participants’ heightened MLA was evidenced through their
use of supporter languages, which was based on (psycho)typology and grammati-
cal awareness. The strategies that multilinguals used differed from those of both
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monolinguals and bilinguals, and to a certain extent also from those of less expe-
rienced multilingual language learners, not only in terms of quantity, but also
with respect to their quality (cf. Jessner and Török 2017; cf. Kemp 2007).

From a DMM perspective, MeLA and XLA, which form part of multilin-
guals’ strategies in L3 learning, can help overcome lack of knowledge in the
case of reduced access to a language or confrontation with an unknown lan-
guage. Furthermore, as indicated above, it has become evident that MLA as
developed in multilingual learners and users adds to the quality of height-
ened awareness in strategy building in connection with problem solving and
decision making.

Within the scope of the same unknown language task, Pargger (2013) com-
pared German-speaking high school students who had been in contact with
English and Italian as school subjects with a second group of students who
had also been taught Latin. Think Aloud Protocols (TAPs) were used and, addi-
tionally, retrospective logs were compiled. The analysis of the records and logs
revealed that both groups displayed a very high level of MLA; the learners of
Latin, however, adopted a clearer analytical approach and used strategies
based on solid linguistic principles, while the learners without Latin relied
more on guesses. It seems that learners of Latin are more accustomed to ana-
lyzing and objectifying language and to reflecting on multilingual strategies
than their peers who have had no Latin instruction. Although the former used
their Latin knowledge relatively rarely in their cross-linguistic search, they
showed a high level of MeLA and XLA by extensively applying successful prob-
lem-solving strategies while taking advantage of the interaction between their
language systems. The results of the study make clear that experience with
Latin led to qualitative differences in the use of cross-linguistic problem-
solving strategies. Evidence for the positive effect of Latin in multilingual lan-
guage learning from this and other studies (e.g., Siebel 2017) supports the
claim for “multilingualism with Latin” (see Jessner, Török, and Pellegrini
2018), i.e., for curricula that include Latin to support the teaching and learning
of multiple languages in European schools.

Dahm (2015: 43) further investigated the development of metacognitive
strategies in young French students with English as an L2 who were succes-
sively confronted with three unknown languages (Dutch, Italian, and Finnish)
through the PAUL (Pluralistic Approaches to Unknown Languages) approach.
The overall experiment included semantic, syntactic and phonological activi-
ties. An analysis of the meta-semantic task – three short texts in the three
languages mentioned above – showed that students developed certain cogni-
tive strategies (e.g. comparing, translating, inferencing) and were able to
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transfer these successfully from one PAUL session to another. Dahm (2015),
however, points out that for transfer to L2 English to happen, explicit in-
struction has to take place that bridges the gap between the PAUL tasks and
the tasks in English.

15.4 Outlook: Multilingual awareness as an
emergent factor in multilingual development

The research presented in the first part of this chapter deals with language con-
tact phenomena in multilinguals, in particular with cross-linguistic influence
(CLI) and cross-linguistic interaction (CLIN). The second part focuses on multi-
lingual awareness (MLA), an umbrella term for metalinguistic and cross-
linguistic awareness, from a DSCT/DMM stance. In this connection, the authors
argue that MLA has to be regarded as a key factor in multilingual learning,
maintenance and management processes. In order to support this claim, a
number of studies carried out within a DMM context have been presented to
highlight the crucial role of MLA in multiple language learning and use.

MeLA is increased in those monolinguals who work with language, and it
has been shown to be enhanced in bilinguals when compared to monolinguals
(cf. Bialystok 2005, 2009; De Angelis 2007). TLA research, for example, has pro-
vided ample evidence for the catalytic effect of MeLA on L3 learning (Cenoz
2003b; Herdina and Jessner, 2002: 116–117).

Multiple language learning and use, by contrast, is characterized by highly
complex interactions between the various languages, which are additionally
influenced by a variety of external factors, leading to emergent qualities in the
overall system described as the M-factor (Herdina and Jessner 2002). The com-
plex interplay of more than two languages in the multilingual brain results in a
multilingual advantage, a unique state that can be related to multilingual aware-
ness, i.e., metalinguistic and cross-linguistic awareness, emerging cognitive fac-
tors (cf. Cook 2016), and increased creativity (e.g., Kharkurin 2012). That is, MLA
as an emergent property of the multilingual system differs from MLA in bilin-
guals, and there is an additional difference between more and less experienced
multilinguals as a number of studies presented in this chapter have shown
(Allgäuer-Hackl 2017; Aronin and Jessner 2015; Hofer 2015).

Future research should consider multilingualism studies as a research area in
its own right, creating its own research framework that accounts for the dynamic
and complex nature of CLIN in multilinguals. Within this framework, studies on
MLA in connection with language learning and language maintenance strategies
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constitute one important focus since multilingual awareness plays a role in both
processes. Furthermore, more qualitative research into the relationship between
CLIN and MLA in multilingual comprehension and production is necessary to bet-
ter understand how MLA works. A third research interest to be pursued in this con-
nection is the enhanced strategic processing in experienced multilingual language
learners as proof of the M-factor.
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Dorit Segal, Gitit Kavé, Mira Goral and Tamar H. Gollan

16 Multilingualism and Cognitive Benefits
in Aging

16.1 Introduction

The increased number of older people across the world has led many scientists
to search for protective factors against the deleterious effects of cognitive aging
(Bak 2016). Several studies have shown that higher levels of education, and es-
pecially literacy levels, improve memory and executive functioning in old age
(e.g., Albert et al. 1995; Barnes et al. 2004; Manly et al. 2005). Similarly, child-
hood intelligence level, more complex lifetime occupation (Finkel et al. 2009),
and mentally stimulating leisure activities (Valenzuela and Sachdev 2006) im-
prove cognitive performance in old age. The assumption is that intellectual en-
gagement and mental effort create cognitive reserve, which may delay the onset
of cognitive decline, slow its progress, or alleviate its manifestations (Richards
and Deary 2005; Stern 2002). Several studies have suggested that bilingual lan-
guage use has a similar effect. Indeed, it has been found that bilingualism is as-
sociated with cognitive advantages on non-linguistic tasks in old age (e.g.,
Bialystok, Craik, and Ryan 2006; Bialystok et al. 2004; but see Lehtonen et al.
2018; Paap, Johnson, and Sawi 2015). Bilingualism has also been associated
with a delay of up to four years in the onset of dementia (e.g., Alladi et al. 2013;
Bialystok, Craik, and Freedman 2007; Bialystok et al. 2014; Craik, Bialystok, and
Freedman 2010; Schweizer et al. 2012; Woumans et al. 2015).

16.2 Bilingualism and cognitive performance
in old age

Bilingual language use may benefit cognitive performance because it forces speak-
ers not only to select between within-language competitors, just as monolingual
speakers do, but also to select between translation equivalent competitors, to
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switch between their languages, and to monitor which language is used in what
context. Thus, bilingual speakers have to choose between multiple competing al-
ternatives both within and across languages, and to switch between lexicons and
grammatical structures. They repeatedly decide whether to constrain their commu-
nication to one language or use both languages in a single conversation, or even
in a single sentence. This experience in bilingual language use was shown to im-
prove cognitive functions, especially in older adults. For example, Bialystok et al.
(2004) found that bilingualism was associated with better inhibition (smaller
Simon effects), and the effect was larger in older adults. They compared perfor-
mance on a task that required participants to press a left key when seeing a blue
square and a right key when seeing a red square. On half the trials the square ap-
peared on the same side as the associated response key (congruent condition) and
on the other half the square appeared on the opposite side (incongruent condi-
tion). Responses to congruent items were generally faster than responses to incon-
gruent items. Importantly, the incongruent items were less disruptive for both
middle aged and older bilinguals relative to monolinguals of the same age. Note,
however, that several studies failed to replicate these results. For example, Kirk
et al. (2014) found no group differences in either the magnitude of the Simon inter-
ference effect or in global reaction times (see also reviews by Lehtonen, et al.,
2018; Paap, Johnson, and Sawi, 2015).

In recent years, studies have shown that specific aspects of language use,
such as the frequency of use or the relative proficiency in one language versus
the other, are the source of cognitive advantages. For example, Goral,
Campanelli, and Spiro (2015) found differences in inhibition between balanced
bilinguals who used their two languages equally often and dominant bilinguals
who used primarily one language although they knew another. Dominant bilin-
guals showed no age-related inhibition decline, as measured by the Simon test,
whereas balanced bilinguals demonstrated a greater Simon effect with increas-
ing age. The authors suggested that dominant bilinguals invest more effort in
inhibiting the more proficient language, while balanced bilinguals have
achieved greater independence of the two languages, thus exercising inhibition
less regularly. However, Bogulski et al. (2015) found that full bilinguals outper-
formed monolinguals on memory tasks, and that individuals who were fluent
in a second language and then stopped using it (i.e., lapsed bilinguals) per-
formed somewhere between them. Therefore, the studies described above are
inconclusive as to whether more second language use (Bogulski et al. 2015) or
less second language use (Goral et al. 2015) is related to more advantageous
cognitive performance. Yet, both studies show that specific characteristics of bi-
lingualism might affect performance, as well as the subsequent effect on cogni-
tive aging.
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The extent of language switching practices has also been shown to be espe-
cially critical for cognitive performance (for a review see Yang, Hartanto, and
Yang 2016). For example, Prior and Gollan (2011) showed that bilinguals who
reported frequent language switching demonstrated a lower cost of task-
switching relative to bilinguals who reported infrequent switching. Verreyt et al.
(2016) found that bilingual speakers who switched languages frequently had
better executive control (i.e., smaller congruency effects) than did bilinguals
with similar language proficiency who did not switch as often. Furthermore,
Hofweber, Marinis, and Treffers-Daller (2016) demonstrated that the type of code
switching that bilinguals used affected inhibitory advantages on a condition
that required more conflict-monitoring in a flanker task (i.e., a task that requires
focus of attention in the presence of visual distraction). These studies suggest
that language switching enhances cognitive performance by making speakers
practice monitoring and inhibition mechanisms. Other studies revealed impor-
tant differences between intended and unintended switches, with the latter re-
flecting greater susceptibility to cross-language interference and revealing
weaker monitoring abilities. For example, Festman, Rodriguez-Fornells,
and Münte (2010) asked bilingual participants to name pictures in German or in
Russian in a fixed order (two pictures in German followed by two pictures in
Russian). Bilinguals who often named pictures in the wrong language (unin-
tended intrusions) also performed worse on tasks of executive functioning (see
also Gollan, Sandoval, and Salmon 2011). As these studies suggest, specific char-
acteristics of the bilingual experience, such as language switching, might be re-
sponsible for the improvement in cognitive performance and for the delay in
cognitive aging that have been associated with bilingualism.

16.3 Multilingualism and cognitive performance
in old age

If using two languages enhances cognitive abilities and provides cognitive re-
serve, using more than two languages may magnify these effects even further.
Indeed, several studies have found that the number of languages that a person
speaks predicts cognitive functioning in old age. For example, Kavé et al.
(2008) analyzed data from a sample of 814 older people in Israel, which was
stratified by age group (75–79 years, 80–84 years, 85–89 years, 90–94 years),
and by country of birth (Israel, Europe or America, Asia or Africa). Data collec-
tion involved three interviews across 12 years. Participants reported speaking
two, three, or more than three languages, and those who knew more languages
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performed best on a cognitive-screening test that assessed time orientation,
memory, and concentration. Furthermore, the number of languages predicted
cognitive status beyond other demographic variables, such as age, gender,
place of birth, age at immigration, and education level. The same effect of num-
ber of languages was also found for a subset of individuals with no formal edu-
cation at all. In a later study, Chertkow et al. (2010) examined files of 632
Canadian individuals who received a diagnosis of probable Alzheimer’s disease
(AD) and found that speaking two or more languages delayed diagnosis by five
years, especially in immigrants. Perquin et al. (2013) tested 232 older adults
(mean age = 73) in Luxembourg where there are three official languages.
Relative to bilinguals, individuals who used more than two languages were
three times less likely to demonstrate a decline in memory or in other cognitive
abilities. Pot, Keijzer, and de Bot (2018) examined 387 older adults in the
Netherlands who spoke several dialects or several different languages. They
found that the number of dialects and languages that a person reported know-
ing was not related to smaller flanker effects. However, proficiency and fre-
quency of use of the second and third languages in different social contexts
predicted the size of the flanker effect. These studies suggest that the use of
several languages, in different contexts, can affect performance on nonlinguis-
tic cognitive tests, and that testing multilingual speakers can broaden our un-
derstanding of the effects of language use on cognition beyond the
demonstrated effect of bilingualism. Nevertheless, there are currently relatively
few studies of multilingualism in old age, and the roles of the different multilin-
gual variables are not well understood.

16.3.1 Challenges to research on multilingualism and aging

This scarcity of research on multilingualism and cognitive performance in old
age is likely related to the difficulty in defining and measuring multilingualism
and to the heterogeneity of this construct. For example, studies of bilingualism
often determine language proficiency by asking participants to self-rate their
language proficiency or by presenting them with parallel versions of a test that
should be performed in each of their languages (Gollan et al. 2011). Comparing
two languages through such methods is relatively straightforward, but the
same is not true when more languages are involved. While it is fairly easy to
find bilinguals who speak the same two languages, it is much harder to recruit
participants who speak the same three or four languages, and to test all partic-
ipants with an equivalent task. Therefore, studies of multilingual speakers
often use self-reported language proficiency, even though this method has
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been shown to be less accurate than objective measures (Tomoschuk, Ferreira,
and Gollan 2018).

Moreover, multilingual speakers are quite diverse in their education and liter-
acy levels, two factors that have been shown to be critical when looking for bilin-
gual advantages (Gollan et al. 2011; Zahodne et al. 2014). Indeed, bilingualism is
often correlated with education level, and this correlation can be even stronger in
multilingual participants, since some speakers acquire their first one or two lan-
guages informally but their other languages through formal instruction. For in-
stance, Ihle et al. (2016) examined over 2500 adults (ages 65–101), and found that
the number of languages that participants spoke did not predict their processing
speed and cognitive flexibility beyond education level. However, these results con-
trast with earlier findings in which the number of languages contributed to cogni-
tive performance beyond the effect of education (i.e., Kavé et al. 2008). Another
challenge in studies of older multilingual speakers is the question of literacy
(Kemp 2009). It is very common for multilingual speakers to be literate in only one
or two of the languages that they speak, and literacy has been shown to affect cog-
nitive performance (e.g., Barnes et al. 2004; Scribner and Cole 1981; Chapter 14,
this volume).

Thus, it might be necessary to match groups in terms of education, and to
also control for lifestyle, socio-economic status, IQ, gender, and age (e.g., de
Bruin, Bak, and Della Sala 2015; Gathercole et al. 2014; Paap and Greenberg 2013;
Zahodne et al. 2014) before we can tell whether multilingual language use in fact
improves cognitive performance. Yet, it is difficult to apply such an approach to
the study of multilingualism in old age, primarily because any group of multilin-
gual speakers is quite diverse in language background and experience. For exam-
ple, the participants in Kavé et al.’s (2008) study spoke 35 different languages,
and those who immigrated to Israel, where they learned the language in which
the interview was conducted, varied greatly in country of origin and age of immi-
gration. This heterogeneity limits our understanding of how the type of language,
the age of acquisition of the languages that a person speaks, or the frequency of
language switching, among other factors, might mediate the association between
the number of languages and cognitive functioning in old age. We note that an-
other possible challenge to the study of the benefits of multilingualism in old age
is the fact that many multilingual speakers change their patterns of language use
and language proficiency across their lifespan, and it is often difficult for them to
provide a reliable report of some of these critical variables.

Thus, although there are studies that show that multilingualism benefits
cognitive performance in aging, these studies have mainly focused on short
screening tests (Kavé et al. 2008) or on the possible delay in dementia onset
(e.g., Chertkow et al. 2010), with only few investigations of the effects of
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multilingualism on tasks of memory or inhibitory control (Ihle et al. 2016; Pot,
Keijzer, and de Bot 2018). In addition, the few studies of multilingualism in old
age have rarely investigated the effects of individual differences in language
use on the presumed benefit of multilingualism. It remains to be seen whether
the same individual differences that have been identified in research on bilin-
gualism also play an important role in mediating the multilingualism effect.
Despite the “noise” inherent in studying heterogeneous groups of participants,
such individual differences must be acknowledged and directly examined
within a multilingual sample.

16.4 A preliminary study of the effects of
multilingualism on cognitive performance
in aging

To examine whether multilingualism mediates the effects of age on cognitive
performance, we conducted a preliminary study with a heterogeneous sample
of monolingual, bilingual, and multilingual adults spanning a wide age range.
We examined how variables that have been found to mediate the bilingual ef-
fect might associate with the effects of multilingualism. We focused on age of
language acquisition, level of language proficiency, frequency of language use,
and switching habits, and analyzed their impact on cognitive performance.
Specifically, we asked whether the number of languages that a person knows
and the proficiency in these languages would add to the prediction of cognitive
performance beyond the effects of education and age.

16.4.1 Participants

We recruited 198 participants between age 22 and age 90 (M = 51, SD = 17) to
complete an online survey. Snowball sampling was used to recruit participants
primarily in Israel, among Israelis living in English-speaking countries (the US,
Canada, Australia, and Great Britain), or among their non-Israeli acquaintances.
Eighteen participants who did not complete critical parts of the questionnaire
(e.g., age) were excluded from the sample. For participants who filled out the
questionnaire in more than one session (N = 30), only the first session was in-
cluded in the analysis to eliminate possible practice effects. Table 16.1 shows the
language characteristics of the final sample (N = 180). Thirty-one participants
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reported knowing one language, 71 participants reported knowing two lan-
guages, 43 participants reported knowing three languages, and 24 participants
reported knowing four languages. The remaining participants (N = 11) could not
be classified as monolingual, bilingual, or multilingual, because they did not re-
port the number of languages that they knew. These participants were included
only in analyses that did not investigate the effects of multilingualism (e.g.,
analyses of aging effects). Seventy percent of the sample reported living in
Israel, 20% reported living in the U.S., 6% reported living in Canada, and the
remaining participants reported living elsewhere. Thirty percent of the partici-
pants were immigrants (i.e., did not live in the country in which they were
born), and education levels varied from 10 to 28 years. The dominant or
the second-most dominant languages were mostly Hebrew (73% and 12%, re-
spectively) or English (23% and 70%, respectively), and the third language was
more varied (31% French, 15% Spanish, 13% English, 12% German, 9% Arabic,
and lower percentages for several other languages). There were no clear patterns
regarding the fourth language, and there were almost as many different fourth
languages as there were participants who reported speaking them.

16.4.2 Procedure and materials

Demographic questions. At the beginning of the survey, participants were asked
to report their age and level of education, as well as the country in which they
lived, the country in which they were born, and their age of immigration (if
applicable).

Language Background. Participants were asked to report their language his-
tory (for example, which language was learned first and which language was
spoken at home while growing up). In reference to each language that they
knew, starting from the most dominant one, participants were asked to report
how old they were when they first started learning that language, in which envi-
ronment they learned that language (family, school, work, other), and how pro-
ficient they were in speaking, understanding, reading, and writing in that
language on a scale of 1 to 7 (1 – very poor, 2 – poor, 3 – basic, 4 – good, 5 –
very good, 6 – excellent, 7 – like a native speaker). Participants were also asked
whether they switched languages when speaking to other people who spoke the
same languages, and how often they did so (1 – no, 2 – hardly, 3 – some, 4 –
often, 5 – most of the time). The language history questionnaire was very de-
tailed in order to reflect the multilingual experience as accurately as possible.
However, to reduce the number of comparisons, we focused on variables that
were shown to be significant in the literature. We thus analyzed the number of
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languages that the person reported knowing, language proficiency (self-rated
proficiency in each language), age of acquisition of each language, and the fre-
quency of language switching.

The survey included several cognitive tasks as follows:
Naming and memory. We selected 12 black and white drawings whose

names varied in frequency (barrel, curtain, drum, fish, glass, hammer, hand,
nest, peacock, ruler, table, and tree). Each item has the same number of sylla-
bles in both Hebrew and English.

First, participants studied items for later recall through semantic classifica-
tion. Each item was presented on the screen with no time limitation and partic-
ipants were asked to press YES if it was man-made (7 items) or NO if it was not
(5 items). The next item was presented after a decision was made. Classification
began with two examples (i.e., house, apple), and the order of experimental
items was randomly determined for each participant.

Second, participants were asked to name items in their dominant language.
They were told that they would see the same drawings again, and that they
were to type the name of the drawing in one word. They were asked to use their
best language and work as quickly as possible. Each item was presented on the
screen separately with no time limitation. The order of items was randomly de-
termined for each participant. We analyzed the number of pictures that were
named correctly (range 1–12), and this naming score served as a language profi-
ciency measure. The naming score also contributed to classification of language
dominance (see below).

Third, immediate recall was examined. Immediately following the naming
task, participants were presented with 12 empty slots and were asked to write
down as many names of drawings as they could remember. The instructions
did not refer to the language in which naming should be done. We analyzed the
number of recalled items (range 1–12).

Fourth, delayed recall was examined. Following all tasks and demographic
questions, participants were again presented with 12 empty slots and were
asked to write down as many names of drawings as they could remember.
Again, there was no mention of which language should be used to name the
pictures. We analyzed the number of recalled items (range 1–12), as well as
the percent of items remembered on the delayed recall task relative to those re-
called on the immediate recall task (percent savings).

Fifth, naming in other languages was examined. After the delayed recall
task, participants were asked if they spoke any other languages. If they an-
swered YES, they were told that they would see the same drawings that they
saw at the beginning of the study. They were asked to name them in another
language from the one that they just used. It was possible to skip an item if
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naming failed. The same procedure was repeated for each language that the
participant reported using, up to three additional languages beyond the most
dominant language. The order of items was randomly determined for each par-
ticipant and for each language. We analyzed the number of pictures that were
named correctly (range 1–12) in each language.

Automatic and controlled attention. We used two tasks that measured selec-
tive attention to stimuli presented among different (automatic) or same (con-
trolled) distracters (as in Ruff, Evans, and Light 1986). To test automatic
detection, we presented the digits 3 and 8 among upper case letters. The array
consisted of ten 3s and ten 8s, as well as 80 letters. Participants were told that
they would see a string of digits and letters for a limited time, and their task
was to count all the 3s and 8s as quickly as possible, and then type the number
that they managed to count. Each array was presented for 10 seconds. The trial
began with an example in which there were four target digits and six letters. To
test controlled detection, we presented the digits 3 and 8 among other digits.
The array consisted of ten 3s and ten 8s, as well as 80 other digits. Instructions
were the same as in the automatic detection task, and there was an example
trial with five target digits and five other digits. We analyzed the number of dig-
its typed for automatic detection and the number of digits typed for controlled
detection (with a range of 1–20 in each).

Flanker task. Following Fan et al. (2002), we created 16 congruent trials
(five arrows facing the same direction), 16 incongruent trials (five arrows in
which the middle arrow faced the opposite direction from the other four ar-
rows), and 16 neutral trials (middle arrow facing either right or left, with two
straight lines on each side). In each condition, half of the target (middle) arrows
pointed right and half pointed left. Participants were told that if the middle
arrow was pointing to the right, they were to mouse-click on a circle on the
right side of the screen, and if the middle arrow was pointing to the left, they
should click on a circle on the left side of the screen. Each set was presented for
2 seconds. The order of the trials was randomly determined for each partici-
pant. The task began with two neutral practice trials, with feedback on those
trials, and then five mixed practice trials with no feedback. We analyzed four
measures: reaction times (RTs) for congruent trials, RTs for incongruent trials,
RTs for neutral trials, and the flanker effect, calculated for each participant as
the average RT on incongruent trials minus the average RT on neutral trials.
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16.4.3 Results

We divided the sample into three age groups: youngest (ages 20–39), middle
aged (ages 40–59), and oldest adults (ages 60+), and compared their educa-
tion level, number of languages, frequency of language switching, self-rated
proficiency and age of acquisition (AoA) in each language. In cases of discrep-
ancy between self-ratings and naming scores, language dominance (the stron-
gest and the second strongest language) was classified according to the
objectively measured picture naming scores (following Tomoschuk, Ferreira,
and Gollan 2018). If naming scores were missing, the strongest language was
classified according to self-ratings. We had more proficiency data (self-ratings
or naming scores) for the language reported as strongest than for the first ac-
quired language. Therefore, in all subsequent analyses we define L1 as the
most dominant language rather than as the language that was acquired first.
Note that for 13% of the participants, the strongest language was different
from the language that they reported acquiring first. Moreover, since we had
relatively few reports of third and fourth language measures, the self-ratings
and naming scores of the third and fourth languages were combined to a sin-
gle measure (L3-L4 combined score). The combined naming score was the
sum of L3 and L4 naming scores, and the combined self-ratings and AoA
scores were their averages. For example, the combined naming score of a par-
ticipant who named 6 pictures in the third language and 4 pictures in the
fourth language was 10, while the combined self-rating score of a participant
who rated L3 as 4 and L4 as 2, was 3 (summing instead of averaging the self-
rating scores of L3 and L4 did not affect the results reported below).

Analyses of variance (ANOVA) showed significant differences among the
three age groups in self-rating of language proficiency and in age of acquisition of
the most dominant language and the second-most dominant language (see
Table 16.1). A comparison of the youngest and oldest adults revealed that the old-
est adults reported acquiring their strongest and second-most strongest language
later in life than did the younger adults, t (49) = −3.72, p < .001, and t (81) = −3.27,
p = .002, respectively. In addition, the oldest adults rated their proficiency in their
first and second-most dominant language as lower compared to the youngest par-
ticipants, t (62) = 3.15, p = .003, and t (80) = 2.25, p = .027, respectively, and rated
their proficiency in their third and fourth languages as higher than did the youn-
gest adults, t (33) = −2.36, p = .024. There were no other differences between the
three age groups or between the youngest and the oldest adults (all ps ≥ .495).

Next, we looked at the effects of age on all cognitive measures in the differ-
ent domains. We analyzed these effects with a series of ANOVAs that were con-
ducted separately for each cognitive measure. As can be seen in Table 16.2, age
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effects were found for picture naming in the dominant language, for immediate
and delayed recall, and for automatic and controlled detection (but note that
age effects in controlled detection would not be significant when correcting the
p value for the number of comparisons within a domain – in this case, con-
trolled and automatic detection). Thus, older adults named and recalled fewer
pictures, and detected fewer digits on the selective attention task. The effect of
age was seen for reaction times on the flanker task only when comparing the
youngest and the oldest groups, t (68) = −2.47, p = .016. All other comparisons
of cognitive measures across the three age groups or between the youngest and
the oldest participants were not significant (all ps ≥ .138).

Figure 16.1 presents the correlation between the number of languages
and percent savings (e.g., delayed recall divided by immediate recall), as well
as the correlation between language switching and percent savings within the
oldest group (N = 53, age 60–90). In addition, the figure presents the correla-
tion between age of acquisition of the second most-dominant language and
flanker effect in error rates in this group. To examine the contribution of the
language background variables to the prediction of cognitive performance, re-
gressions were conducted for the entire sample together and then for the oldest
group alone. In each regression we entered education in the first step to ac-
count for the possible contribution of education to cognitive performance, then
age, and then the relevant language background variable (e.g., number of lan-
guages, frequency of language switching, self-rated proficiency of second, third
and fourth languages, and their age of acquisition). Analyses of the entire sam-
ple showed that education accounted for 5% of the variance in automatic detec-
tion, age accounted for an additional 15.4% of the variance beyond education,
and the number of languages added 4% beyond education and age. For
controlled detection, age predicted 4.1% of the variance, and self-rating of
the second-most dominant language predicted an additional 3.5%. No other
variables in any of the cognitive measures explained an additional share of the
variance beyond education and age.

When running the regressions for the oldest adults alone, the reported num-
ber of languages added 9.8% to the prediction of the percent of items remem-
bered on the delayed recall task relative to those recalled on the immediate recall
task (percent savings), and the same was true for language switching, which also
explained 9.8% of the variance in percent savings. Moreover, the age of acquisi-
tion of the second-most dominant language explained 19% of the variance in
error rates on the flanker task (see Table 16.3 for all significant regression mod-
els). No other variables contributed to the prediction of cognitive measures
within the oldest group beyond the effects of education and age.

362 Dorit Segal et al.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Ta
bl
e
16

.2
:M

ea
ns

,s
ta
nd

ar
d
de

vi
at
io
ns

an
d
gr
ou

p
co

m
pa

ri
so

ns
of

co
gn

it
iv
e
m
ea

su
re
s.

Yo
un

ge
st

n
=



M
id
dl
e
ag

e
n
=



O
ld
es

t
n
=



Co
m
pa

ri
so

n
of

th
e

th
re
e
ag

e
gr
ou

ps

M
S
D

n
M

S
D

N
M

S
D

n
F

p
Ef
fe
ct

si
ze

(ŋ

)

L
na

m
in
g

a


.


.







.


.







.


.






.


.



.


L
na

m
in
g



.



.







.



.







.



.





.


.



.


L
+
L

na
m
in
g


.



.




.



.






.



.



.


.



.


Im
m
ed

ia
te

Re
ca
ll

b


.




.







.




.







.




.






.


.



.


D
el
ay

ed
Re

ca
ll

b


.




.







.




.







.




.






.


.



.


Pe
rc
en

t
S
av
in
g

c


.




.







.




.







.




.





.


.



.



A
ut
om

at
ic
D
et
ec
ti
on

b


.




.







.




.







.




.







.


<
.



.


C
on

tr
ol
le
d
D
et
ec
ti
on

b


.




.







.




.







.




.






.


.



.


Fl
an

ke
r
C
on

gr
ue

nt
d




































.


.



.


Fl
an

ke
r
In
co

ng
ru
en

t





































.


.



.


Fl
an

ke
r
N
eu

tr
al



































.


.



.


Fl
an

ke
r
Ef
fe
ct

e

































.


.



.


a
Th

e
hi
gh

es
t
po

ss
ib
le

na
m
in
g
sc
or
e
is

12
.

b
Re

su
lt
s
ar
e
pr
es

en
te
d
as

pe
rc
en

ta
ge

s.
c D
el
ay

ed
re
ca
ll
di
vi
de

d
by

im
m
ed

ia
te

re
ca
ll;

re
su

lt
s
ar
e
pr
es

en
te
d
as

pe
rc
en

ta
ge

s.
d
Re

ac
ti
on

ti
m
es

(R
T)

in
m
ill
is
ec
on

ds
.

e
RT

fo
r
th
e
in
co

ng
ru
en

t
co

nd
it
io
n
m
in
us

RT
fo
r
th
e
ne

ut
ra
lc
on

di
ti
on

.

16 Multilingualism and Cognitive Benefits in Aging 363

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



16.4.4 Summary of main findings

We examined the performance of 180 adults between the ages of 22 and 90 and
found robust aging effects. These effects were found despite having a very hetero-
geneous sample in terms of language history and use, and presumably also in
terms of familiarity with computerized tasks. Furthermore, the effects were found
despite the fact that data collection was done online, from various devices, and
under uncontrolled conditions (e.g., varied level of internet connection). Relative
to younger adults, older adults named fewer pictures in their dominant language,
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Figure 16.1: The correlation (and the trend line with R squared value) between percent savings
and both the number of languages (left panel) and the frequency of language switching (right
panel), and both the correlation (and trend lines) between age of L2 acquisition and flanker
effect in error rates (lower panel) in the oldest group (N = 53).
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retrieved fewer items on the immediate recall task, detected fewer digits on the
automatic and controlled detection tasks, and exhibited larger flanker effects. The
effect of age was found both when the three groups were compared to each other
using age as a discrete variable, and in regression analyses in which age was en-
tered as a continuous variable. These results are consistent with the literature on
cognitive aging (e.g., Burke and Shafto 2008; Salthouse 2016) in demonstrating
the deleterious effects of aging on specific aspects of cognition. They also show
that the tasks that we selected were sensitive to aging effects and could thus be
used to study the effects of language experience on cognitive performance.

In comparison to the robust aging effects, the effect of the number of lan-
guages on cognitive performance was much more subtle. The hierarchical re-
gression analyses revealed that the number of languages that a person speaks
explained a significant but small share of the variance in selective attention
(automatic detection) beyond the effects of education and age. Moreover, self-
rated proficiency in the second-most dominant language explained some of
the variance in the controlled detection task. When the analysis focused on
the oldest group alone, the number of languages, as well as the frequency of
language switching, explained about 10% of the variance in memory function
(percent savings) beyond the effects of education and age. In addition, the
age of acquisition of the second-most dominant language contributed almost

Table 16.3: Regression analyses predicting cognitive measures with education, age, and
linguistic background variables in the oldest group.

Dependent
variable

Predictor R

Change
F

Change
df p β Sig. β

Percent savings a Education . . , . −. .

Age . . , . −. .

Number of languages . . , . . .

Language switching . . , . . .

Flanker effect
(errors) b

Education . . , . −. .

Age . . ,  . .

AoA Second
language

. . , . −. .

aThe percent of items remembered on the delayed recall task relative to those recalled on the
immediate recall task.

bPercent errors in the incongruent condition minus percent errors in the neutral condition.
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20% to the prediction of the error rates on the flanker task. Thus, although
not all aspects of language use affected all cognitive domains, and despite the
great variability in participants’ language backgrounds, we found that lan-
guage use added to the prediction of several cognitive measures.

16.5 Discussion and implications of the study
to research on multilingualism and aging

Our findings are consistent with the results reported by Kavé et al. (2008)
whose study showed that the number of languages added to the prediction of
cognitive state beyond the effects of other demographic variables. They also
support Pot, Keijzer, and de Bot’s (2018) findings that language proficiency and
language usage in different social contexts predict the flanker effect beyond the
contribution of age, gender, income, and education, although the mere number
of languages was not a sensitive enough predictor of cognitive performance in
their study. Furthermore, the current results corroborate the results of studies
that found memory advantages in bilinguals compared to monolinguals (e.g.,
Schroeder and Marian 2012; Wodniecka et al. 2010). For example, Wodniecka
et al. (2010) found that older (but not younger) bilingual adults who had ac-
quired a second language later in life were better than age-matched monolin-
gual adults in memory functions. Specifically, they were better at recollection
(retrieving contextual information) of non-verbal information, which according
to the authors, required executive control. Wodniecka et al. suggested that the
use of two languages, rather than their age of acquisition, was critical for bilin-
gual advantages. Similarly, Schroeder and Marian (2012) found bilingual effects
on episodic memory and ascribed these effects to earlier bilingualism and to
better inhibitory control. In contrast, Fernandes et al. (2007) found no such ad-
vantage in older bilinguals who were asked to recall words rather than pictures.
Our results suggest that multilingualism is associated with better memory and
attention functions, supporting studies that documented a connection between
the number of languages and the age of dementia onset (e.g., Chertkow et al.
2010; Perquin et al. 2013).

Even though multilingualism can be confounded with level of education,
since some languages might have been acquired through formal education, and
some well-educated individuals might have been encouraged to learn more lan-
guages as part of their schooling, the present findings suggest that multilingual-
ism predicts cognitive performance above and beyond education level. Yet, while
it is reasonable to tease apart the effect of multilingualism and education, we did
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not analyze the effects of the number of languages that a person knows beyond
other variables of language use. Thus, we examined whether the number of lan-
guages that a person knows affected cognitive performance beyond education
and age, but not whether it affected performance separately from the effects of
frequent language switching, self-rated proficiency, or age of acquisition of each
language. Such analyses are problematic because these variables are all inter-
dependent, with any attempt to separate them being somewhat artificial and pos-
sibly obscuring the actual effect. For example, Zahodne et al. (2014) examined the
effect of bilingualism on cognitive decline in more than 1000 Spanish-English bi-
linguals in 18–24 month intervals for up to 23 years. They found that bilingualism
was related to higher initial scores on cognitive tests and to higher educational
attainment, but it was not independently associated with rates of cognitive de-
cline or with dementia conversion when country of origin, gender, education,
time spent in the United States, recruitment cohort, and age at enrollment were
entered as covariates. These variables are not independent of language use; there-
fore, treating them as covariates, instead of studying their relationship to cogni-
tive decline, might have led to misleading conclusions in that study.

We note that people who report knowing several languages may differ in
the frequency of their language switching, in the level of proficiency in each of
their languages, and/or in the age of acquisition of each language. In principle,
people who speak more languages have more opportunities to switch between
languages than either monolinguals or bilinguals, especially if people around
them speak all their other languages. In our data, the frequency of language
switching was associated with improved memory functions (percent savings) be-
yond education and age. While language switching can be viewed as the most
obvious byproduct of multilingualism, it can also be the case that language
switching is the source of cognitive reserve, and multilingualism simply pro-
vides the opportunity to switch. Although we did not include an objective lan-
guage switching measure and used self-ratings instead, several studies that
used a similar approach found an association between self-perceived language
tendencies and more objective measures of cognitive control. For example, our
results correspond with Prior and Gollan’s (2011) findings of better task switch-
ing in bilinguals who reported switching languages frequently compared to
those who reported switching languages less often. They are also in line with
the findings reported by Hofweber et al. (2016) and Rodriguez-Fornells et al.
(2012) who demonstrated that acceptability ratings of different types of code
switching and reported frequency of code switching were associated with con-
flict monitoring advantages on a flanker task and inhibitory advantages in a
stop-signal task, respectively. Interestingly, in the present study both the num-
ber of languages and the frequency of switching were related to better memory
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functions, a cognitive ability that had not been so clearly associated with lan-
guage use. It is difficult to determine whether better memory leads to better lan-
guage learning (Papagno and Vallar 1995), or whether the frequent practice of
conflict monitoring improves memory functions (Hussey et al. 2017). In either
case, these associations might suggest that certain aspects of multilingualism
contribute to cognitive reserve.

Other than switching, age of acquisition might have a critical effect on cogni-
tive performance, especially since multilingual individuals acquire their lan-
guages at different ages. For example, a trilingual who acquired all three
languages as a child might benefit more from multilingualism than a trilingual
who acquired one language in early childhood and the other two as an adult.
Early benefits might be related to greater neural plasticity in children than in
older age (e.g., Johnson and Newport 1989) or to a longer period of practicing
multiple language monitoring. On the other hand, it is also possible that acquir-
ing a third language later in life would be associated with greater effort, which
creates greater cognitive stimulation, and ultimately increases the benefits of
multilingualism in older age (e.g., Costa and Santesteban 2004; Goral et al. 2015;
Whalley et al. 2004). Our findings in this regard are puzzling since later age of
acquisition of the second-most dominant language was associated with lower
error rates in the incongruent compared to the congruent condition on the
flanker task (see lower panel of Figure 16.1). Therefore, both our results and the
present state of research in the field do not yet clarify the association between
the age of language acquisition and cognitive benefits in older age. It is possible
that the multilingualism advantage might arise only in the context of a certain
combination of the different variables that we examined, yet to be defined.

Notably, in the current study, the number of languages and the extent of
language switching had a greater predictive value among the oldest adults than
in the larger sample, supporting the finding that the benefit of bilingualism has
been more consistently reported in older than in younger adults (e.g., Gold
et al. 2013; Valian 2015; but see Lethonen et al., 2018 and Paap et al. 2014).
Furthermore, in the current study we did not compare monolinguals or bilin-
guals to multilingual speakers, and instead treated language knowledge as a
continuum, as we did with the other background measures. While most re-
search on the bilingual advantage sampled carefully selected bilinguals who
were often almost equally proficient in their two languages, multilingualism
comes in many different shapes and forms, precluding reliance on such strict
selection criteria. The majority of the current sample reported knowing two lan-
guages. However, participants were not necessarily balanced bilinguals, as
their self-ratings of L1 were higher than their self-ratings of L2. In addition, par-
ticipants were not necessarily using all languages on a daily basis or for the
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same purposes (e.g., speaking Hebrew at home, writing in English for work, or
vice versa). It remains to be seen which of the multitude of individual differen-
ces that we targeted matters more for cognitive benefits in older age.

16.6 Conclusion

It is most likely impossible to determine whether multilingualism is the result or
the cause of better cognitive performance, especially since individuals who be-
come multilingual later in life might have different baseline characteristics from
those who remain monolingual or bilingual (the “reverse causality” problem). In
other words, it might not be multilingualism that leads to later-life cognitive dif-
ferences but rather cognitive differences that lead to multilingualism. However,
the same methodological problem is true for other factors related to cognitive
reserve, such as education level or complex occupation. We cannot determine
whether innate cognitive abilities lead people to pursue more education, to en-
gage in more demanding cognitive activities, or to acquire more languages, or
whether these characteristics improve their cognitive abilities.

As our literature review suggests and as our preliminary attempt at data ex-
ploration shows, the study of multilingualism and aging requires a careful con-
sideration of a variety of individual differences in order to map the possible
benefits that the relevant variables might provide to cognitive performance in
old age. Challenges include the difficulty in determining some people’s first
language, as well as the difficulty in resolving mismatches between one’s first
acquired language, one’s most proficient language, and one’s most used lan-
guage. Other challenges pertain to the need for objective measures of language
proficiency and of language switching. Despite these challenges, we believe
that instead of attempting to minimize individual differences in order to reduce
“noise”, these differences should be acknowledged and their effect should be
better investigated.

Lastly, we note that the effects that were obtained in our preliminary study
were small, especially in light of the multiple comparisons that are inevitable
when trying to study a complex phenomenon such as multilingualism with
variables that are by nature related and therefore non-separable. Moreover,
our results are somewhat surprising since bilingualism and multilingualism
have been shown to affect monitoring behaviors (e.g., task switching, atten-
tion, and inhibition) more often than they have been shown to affect memory
functions, whereas the most robust results in the current preliminary study as-
sociated multilingualism with memory (percent savings), which did not show
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any aging effects. Therefore, our results need to be interpreted with caution.
Nevertheless, the data collected here were obtained within a matter of weeks
and by word of mouth (with no formal advertising), overcoming many of the
difficulties in recruiting older multilingual participants. Using a similar ap-
proach of online data collection to recruit a much larger sample or using a
more conservative data collection method (e.g., interviews and objective meas-
ures of switching behaviors and switching types) can move the field forward.
Access to heterogeneous participant samples can reveal the effects of specific
individual differences on the degree and types of multilingual advantages.
Such an approach can improve our understanding of the ways in which multi-
lingualism may benefit cognitive performance in aging.
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Iris M. Strangmann, Stanley Chen and Loraine K. Obler

17 Multilingual Language Processing
and the Multilingual Brain

17.1 Introduction

Different life experiences can alter your brain. For example, London taxi drivers
have a bigger hippocampus compared to non-taxi drivers as the result of study-
ing for the taxi license (Maguire, Woollet, and Spiers 2006). Here we review
studies that examine what multilingualism does to the brain. Although research
on the multilingual brain has grown considerably in recent decades, much is
still unknown, as most studies focus on bilingualism rather than multilingual-
ism. This chapter focuses on the effects of multilingualism on the brain, but we
also discuss bilingual studies to give a more complete picture of what speaking
more than one language can do to the brain. Our discussion starts by reviewing
studies that examine the neural representation and language processing of
multilingualism and relevant modulating factors. Then, we turn to studies ex-
amining the neural underpinnings of language control.

17.2 Neural representation of language

The goal of neurolinguistics is to create a model of speech and language for
both comprehension and production that is theoretically sound and biologi-
cally based in the human brain (e.g., Hickok and Poeppel 2004). Studies exam-
ining language in the brain date from the late 19th century. Seminal work by
Broca, Wernicke, Lichtheim and other researchers led to a straightforward, left-
lateralized model of language: Broca’s area for speaking, Wernicke’s area for
understanding, and the arcuate fasciculus that connects the two (reviewed,
e.g., by Geschwind 1970). Within the field of neurolinguistics, there is consen-
sus that this “Classic Model” is outdated for several reasons. It not only lacks
anatomical specificity but also focuses on cortical structures, featuring only a
single pathway (e.g., Poeppel et al. 2012; Tremblay and Dick 2016). Current find-
ings on language in the brain indicate a complex network involving both hemi-
spheres with various cortical areas, subcortical structures, and multiple neural
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pathways connecting the areas (for a relatively current picture see, e.g., Price
2012).

The critical question in most studies examining the neurobiology of multilin-
gualism is to what extent our current understanding of language processing in
monolinguals needs to be modified to account for more than one language in the
same brain. How do the regions and networks underlying a person’s two or more
languages overlap and/or diverge in terms of supporting several languages? Is
the general region the same one that supports monolinguals’ sole language? In
general, studies examining the neural correlates of language demonstrate a sub-
stantial overlap between monolingual and bilingual language representation,
with some separate (language-specific) regions and networks (for meta-analyses
see Indefrey 2006 or Wong, Yin, and O’Brien 2016; for reviews see Costa and
Sebastián-Gallés 2014; Higby, Kim, and Obler 2013; Perfetti and Harris 2013). The
overlapping activation has led some researchers to coin the terms “Universal
Language Network” (Wong et al. 2016) and “Convergence Hypothesis” (Green
2003), both indicating that similar neural networks are involved in language ac-
quisition and processing, regardless of the number of languages the brain has to
accommodate (Costa and Sebastián-Gallés 2014).

The network that is hypothesized to overlap between languages incorpo-
rates various regions across the cortex. Processing phonology involves Heschl’s
gyrus (HG) for auditory input, together with the superior temporal gyrus (STG),
inferior frontal gyrus (IFG), and inferior parietal cortex (IPC). Lexical semantics
involves multiple regions in the temporal lobe, such as the middle temporal
gyrus (MTg), the temporal pole (T.pole), the supramarginal gyrus (SMG), and
the anterior inferior frontal cortex (aIFC). Syntax has been associated with the
pars opercularis (pOp), pars triangularis (pTr), and the posterior superior tem-
poral gyrus (pSTG). Often, researchers refer to the entire “language” area by
using the term peri-sylvian region (see Figure 17.1. for these cortical areas).

In terms of differences between monolinguals and bilinguals, some studies
have found greater bilateral hemispheric involvement for bilinguals, as op-
posed to monolinguals (e.g., Hull and Vaid 2006, 2007; Park, Badzakova-
Trajkov, and Waldie 2012; Połczyńska, Japardi, and Bookheimer 2017; Román
et al. 2015). Additionally, several studies have found structural changes in the
brain with respect to increased gray matter density and white matter integrity
(Klein et al. 2014; Li, Legault, and Litcofsky 2014; Stein et al. 2012; for a review
see Stein et al. 2014). Lastly, the degree of neural overlap may depend on the
linguistic component under study. Differences in function, structure, and con-
nectivity are more reliably found in the regions of phonological processing in
contrast to morphosyntax and lexical semantics, respectively (for a review see
Wong, Yin, and O’Brien 2016).
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17.2.1 Factors influencing language representation

A complicating factor in examining the neural representation of language in
multilinguals is that additional language acquisition (of a second or more lan-
guages) can occur in various contexts, at different rates and times across the life-
span. Several factors influence the neural correlates of language representation,
including, but not limited to: (a) Age of Acquisition; (b) proficiency; (c) language
use; and (d) language distance. We briefly address each of these factors below.

There is currently no consensus in the literature on what is early or late re-
garding Age of Acquisition. Generally, exposure to two or more languages before
the age of three to six years of life has been described as early (e.g., Meisel 2004)
whether the two languages are simultaneously (e.g., Połczyńska et al. 2016) or
sequentially acquired (e.g., Mohades et al. 2015). Late acquisition, by contrast,
can be after age seven (e.g., Silverberg and Samuel 2004), or beginning in pu-
berty going into adulthood (e.g., Montrul and Foote 2012). The exact effect of Age
of Acquisition remains inconclusive, but several studies have found more func-
tional and anatomical overlap between languages in early as opposed to late ac-
quirers (Cherodath and Singh 2015; Dehaene et al. 1997; Kim et al. 1997; Perani
et al. 1996; Saur et al. 2009; Ullman 2001). This would mean that the earlier one
acquires an additional language, the more overlap it shares with the first

Figure 17.1: Representation of the left hemisphere of the brain with several cortical regions,
see text for which regions are hypothesized to be shared between languages. *PFC includes
Brodmann’s Areas 46 and 9, ** pTr, pOp, and pOr are all part of the inferior frontal cortex
(IFC), *** SMG and AG are both part of the inferior parietal cortex (IPC), **** PT is dashed here
as it is below the cortical view.
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language. This contrasts to late acquisition where the second language would,
for example, be processed in more distinct areas, relative to the first language.

Additionally, some functional studies have reported more activation in
later as opposed to earlier acquisition (e.g., Hernandez, Hofmann, and Kotz
2007; Wartenburger et al. 2003). However, more activation is not necessarily in-
dicative of more effort. An unresolved issue in the study of neurolinguistics is
whether more activation is seen for better-mastered materials, as in this study,
or less activation is shown because automatically processed materials require
fewer resources. Liu and Cao (2016) conducted a meta-analysis and found that
most studies reported more activation in the left SFG for late bilinguals during
L2 processing compared to L1 processing; nonetheless, early bilinguals demon-
strated greater activation in the left fusiform gyrus during L1 processing as com-
pared to late bilinguals. Furthermore, although the authors did not specifically
plan to assess the effects of multilingualism, several of their participants spoke
more than two languages. For those participants, activation was greater in the
pars triangularis, insula, and planum temporale (see Figure 17.1.).

With respect to proficiency, several studies found positive correlations with
overlap, where the higher the L2 proficiency, the more overlap between L1 and
L2 in terms of neural correlates (e.g., Abutalebi et al. 2007; Gandour et al. 2007;
Hull and Vaid 2007; Perani et al. 1998). Some of this divergent cortical activation
has been associated with increased cognitive demands (Abutalebi et al. 2009;
Briellmann et al. 2004; Golestani et al. 2006). In other words, the greater activa-
tion found in less proficient multilinguals might not be indicative of language
processing, but rather of cognitive effort associated with lower proficiency.
Additionally, these findings are supported by studies using electroencephalogra-
phy (EEG) that found no significant differences in processing the L2 vs. L1 in late
L2 learners during morphosyntactic tasks (Morgan-Short et al. 2012a; Morgan-
Short et al. 2012b; Rossi et al. 2006). However, it should be noted that, when ex-
amining proficiency, most researchers rely on participants’ self-report as opposed
to measuring proficiency in a more objective way. Self-report has been shown by
some studies to be an unreliable indicator of proficiency (e.g., Hakuta and
D’Andrea 1992), although others have indicated no significant differences be-
tween self-report and other (objective) measures (Gollan et al. 2012).

Currently, more attention has been devoted to language use as opposed to
the traditional factors, such as proficiency and Age of Acquisition (de Bruin and
Della Sala 2016), though the importance of language use was mentioned early on
in the bilingual aphasia literature (e.g., Pitres 1895). More recently, Green and
Abutalebi (2013) put forward the Adaptive Control Hypothesis. In their proposal,
the authors hypothesize that the actual language use – either mostly single-use,
dual-use, or dense code-switching – will differentially affect language control
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processes. Few studies have examined the effect of daily exposure on the neural
underpinnings of language, though one study by Tu and colleagues (2015) dem-
onstrated differential activation after changing exposure within a short time win-
dow. The authors carefully selected a group of Cantonese-Mandarin bilinguals
(who had similar proficiency in both languages) and scanned them while having
50/50 daily exposure to both of their two languages, and again after a 30-day va-
cation period where exposure changed to 90/10 (L1/L2, respectively). Participants
demonstrated varied activation at the two scanning times depending on language
and exposure in the left pars opercularis and other regions associated with lan-
guage control, like the left ACC and left caudate nucleus. This study provides
strong evidence for brain plasticity even after short-term exposure (30 days) and
emphasizes the need to take more dynamic variables, such as exposure and use,
into account when examining multilingualism.

Lastly, we briefly address the variable of language distance. Findings from
studying bilinguals with two structurally distant languages or contrasting mono-
lingual groups speaking distant languages have pointed in a similar direction.
Generally, the assumption is that similar languages will be more similarly repre-
sented in the brain (i.e., in the course of learning them, participants will assimi-
late the new language to the prior language), whereas languages that differ
will be organized less similarly (i.e., the brain will accommodate them such that
cortical representation of L2 differs somewhat from that of L1). For example,
Kochunov and colleagues found structural anatomical differences between
English-speaking Caucasians and Chinese-speaking Asians in gyri in the frontal,
temporal, and parietal lobes (Kochunov et al. 2003). Moreover, Liu and Cao
(2016) found an effect of orthographic transparency in their meta-analysis such
that the bilateral auditory cortex and right precentral gyrus were more involved
during L2 processing when the L1 was orthographically more transparent (e.g.,
Finnish). The authors interpreted this result as an indication of greater involve-
ment in the phonological and sensorimotor regions. This contrasts with L2 speak-
ers whose L1 is orthographically less transparent (e.g., unvowelled Hebrew). As
indicated by Liu and Cao’s meta-analysis, Hebrew speakers’ left frontal cortex
was more involved, arguably due to the assumption of arbitrary mapping be-
tween the orthographic and phonological representations. Other studies have
found support for an effect of language distance by directly contrasting word
processing in Chinese characters versus in alphabetic scripts (Cao et al. 2014; for
a review see Perfetti and Harris 2013) or word order (Saur et al. 2009). Finding
effects of language distance on cerebral representation could have consequences
for generalizability across studies involving different languages, where some may
be more typologically similar than others.

17 Multilingual Language Processing and the Multilingual Brain 379

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



17.2.2 Studies on three or more languages

Few studies have examined the neural correlates of multilingualism as opposed
to bilingualism. Yetkin et al. (1996) conducted a covert word fluency task using
fMRI with five multilinguals who had different language backgrounds.
Participants were proficient in two of their languages but less proficient (“non-
fluent”) in their third. In general, activation overlapped for all three languages
in the frontal, fronto-parietal, and parietal regions. However, this seemed to be
modulated by the degree of proficiency, such that the least proficient language
elicited the most activation, whereas no significant difference in activation was
found between the two proficient languages.

Two other studies have found support for this result, in that activation de-
pends on proficiency. Vingerhoets et al. (2003) examined Dutch-French-English
trilinguals in three different covert tasks: word fluency, picture naming, and
reading for comprehension. Generally, activation overlapped for the different
languages, but these areas (e.g., inferior frontal cortex and middle temporal
gyrus) were recruited more extensively in the non-native (less proficient) lan-
guages in contrast to the native language. Similarly, Videsott et al. (2010) found
effects of proficiency in a relatively homogenous group of trilinguals, who ac-
quired Ladin as the L1, Italian as the L2 around the age of 3, and English as the
L3 during puberty. Covert multilingual word production activated a network of
areas associated with picture naming (e.g., the occipital lobe and the hippo-
campus). However, the proficient languages recruited the right prefrontal cor-
tex more than the less proficient language did (i.e., English). This may seem
contradictory, given the results of Vingerhoets et al. (2003), where more activa-
tion was found for less proficient languages; however, as previously indicated,
an unresolved issue in neurolinguistics is how to interpret such relative
activation.

Another study examining quadrilinguals found that all four languages acti-
vated convergent brain areas during a covert verb generation task (Briellmann
et al. 2004), in which participants were asked to covertly generate a verb (e.g.,
swim) that matched the visually presented noun (e.g., fish). This activation cor-
related negatively with proficiency such that the lower proficiency language
demonstrated the greatest activation in contrast to languages with higher profi-
ciency. Briellmann and colleagues found no effect of Age of Acquisition, but
also did not specifically manipulate this variable. Indeed, the age difference be-
tween participants in terms of late and early was small. Two out of the six par-
ticipants had actually become dominant in a language other than their native
one. However, for these subjects there was little difference in the amount of ac-
tivation among the four languages compared to resting state.
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Other studies did specifically examine Age of Acquisition in multilinguals. A
study by Bloch et al. (2009) examined the effect of the Age of L2 Acquisition in
44 multilingual participants with various language backgrounds. Participants ei-
ther acquired their L1 and L2 simultaneously, sequentially, or late (i.e., after the
age of 9). Moreover, all participants were proficient in a later acquired third lan-
guage. Although all languages demonstrated considerable overlap, participants
who acquired their L2 late showed more variability in terms of the degree of acti-
vation in their languages. The authors argue that a monolingual upbringing
might result in a language network that is less able to accommodate later learned
languages than the language network of a person who is multilingual in early
childhood. This effectively is a Critical Period position, suggesting decline for
native-like language representation of the L2 (and any additional languages).

Bloch et al.’s (2009) findings are supported by a study by Wattendorf et al.
(2014). Wattendorf and colleagues examined Age of Acquisition in multilingual
participants from various languages, dividing them into early (before age three)
and late (after age nine) acquirers. Overall, proficiency was high, yet somewhat
lower for L3 in contrast to L2 in both early and late multilinguals. The authors
found an effect of Age of Acquisition, such that late multilinguals (who acquired
multiple languages after the age of nine) demonstrated higher activity in the left
posterior superior temporal gyrus (pSTG) in contrast to early multilinguals while
covertly generating sentences in their respective languages. Moreover, early mul-
tilinguals showed higher neural activity in the prefrontal and subcortical areas in
contrast to late multilinguals. The authors hypothesize that this finding might re-
sult from the late multilinguals requiring a higher degree of control during pho-
nological processing. By contrast, early multilinguals establish distinct
phonological representations early in life; hence, less control is required.

In sum, the few studies that have examined multilingualism specifically, as
opposed to bilingualism, tend to align with the greater body of research on bilin-
gualism. In general, most functional imaging studies demonstrate a common lan-
guage network in the peri-sylvian neural substrate. Similarly to bilingualism
research, multilingual studies found effects of both Age of Acquisition and profi-
ciency. Moreover, some of the divergent activation found in the different languages
of multilinguals is explained by different degrees of proficiency, suggesting that
the processes of weaker languages might be more cognitively demanding.

17.2.3 Electric stimulation mapping studies

To this point, our discussion on language representation has mainly focused
on methods examining multilingualism functionally or structurally (using
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fMRI, MRI, or DTI). In this section, we briefly turn to a different method:
Electric Stimulation Mapping (ESM), which puts forward strong evidence for
somewhat distinct, language-specific regions in traditional language areas of
the brain. ESM is typically applied to patients during brain surgery because
they either have a tumor and/or are epileptic. The goal of ESM is to localize
and preserve brain areas that are critical for behavioral performance (e.g., lan-
guage production/comprehension). Typically, a part of the skull is temporar-
ily removed through a craniotomy. The size of the craniotomy varies,
depending on (e.g.) the location and size of the tumor. Subsequently, the dif-
ferent exposed cortical regions are stimulated while the patient is engaged in
a language task. Critical regions for language are localized when language
processing is disrupted at the behavioral level in that the patient cannot per-
form on a given language task (see, e.g., Obler and Gjerlow 1999).

Ojemann and Whitaker (1978) were the first to use ESM with a focus on bi-
linguals. They found both shared and separate areas in two bilingual patients.
The separate areas were located in the frontal and parietal regions. Their find-
ings are supported by several other studies using ESM on bilinguals (e.g.,
Rapport, Tan, and Whitaker 1983; Serafini et al. 2008; Walker, Quiñones-
Hinojosa, and Berger 2004; for a partial review see Giussani et al. 2007).
Disparities were found such that some studies showed similar but separate cor-
tical surface areas for the two languages next to overlapping regions (Roux
et al. 2004; Roux and Trémoulet 2002). Interestingly, Roux and colleagues
(2004) also found task-specific and language-specific areas. For example, read-
ing was only disrupted in one but not in the other language. Others have found
a greater representation of L2 in terms of cortical surface areas (Cervenka et al.
2011) or a larger amount of language-specific sites as well as unshared language
areas in eight out of 22 patients (Lucas, McKhann, and Ojemann 2004). Thus,
ESM studies examining bilinguals have all found both shared and separate lan-
guage areas but mainly differ in the amount of cortical surface devoted to an
individual’s languages and in the extent to which the area is language-specific.

To the best of our knowledge, there are four studies that have used ESM on
multilingual patients. Bello and colleagues (2006) used ESM in the left frontal
lobe on seven late, yet highly proficient, multilingual patients. Cortical sites
critical to naming and counting tasks were reliably found in five out of seven
patients, in both shared and separate areas. Contradicting Cervenka et al.’s
(2011) study, Bello and colleagues found a greater cortical representation for L1
compared to the other languages. A potential explanation for this difference is
that Cervenka and colleagues used electrocorticography, which measures neural
activity using electrodes without electric stimulation. Additionally, Bello et al.
(2006) found that L1 cortical sites were always distinct, whereas overlap was
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found in languages that were acquired later. Moreover, the authors stimulated
subcortical structures and identified language-specific white matter fiber tracts
in some patients. This finding deviates from that of a study by Lubrano et al.
(2012), in which the authors found shared white-matter tracts when assessing
one patient’s L1 and the late acquired L3 (L2 was not assessed in this study be-
cause it was of lesser importance to the patient’s daily life). In terms of cortical
representation, Lubrano and colleagues (2012) identified both shared and sepa-
rate areas in the left inferior frontal cortex, whereas left dorsolateral prefrontal
cortex was associated with language switching. The rest of the brain was not ex-
amined due to craniotomy being limited to the left frontal region of the brain.

Two recent ESM studies on multilingual participants also demonstrate sub-
stantial variability in terms of cortical representation. Połczyńska et al. (2016)
examined language representation in a highly proficient quadrilingual.1 Only
few cortical areas were shared by all four languages, all located around the
perisylvian (language) region. Interestingly, Połczyńska et al. (2016) did not
find an effect of language similarity; although highly similar, German and
Swiss-German were represented somewhat differently at the cortical level and
also differed in their functional impairments. This idiosyncratic organization is
supported by a study with 13 proficient multilinguals with various language
backgrounds (Fernández-Coello et al. 2016). Albeit the findings indicate both
shared and separate areas, the authors also claim an effect of Age of
Acquisition such that early-acquired languages (before age seven) had a
broader cortical representation in contrast to later-acquired languages (after
age seven). Also, cortical areas overlapped significantly more for early-acquired
languages than later-acquired languages. The early-acquired languages were
mostly represented within the perisylvian region, which led the authors to hy-
pothesize that only early-acquired languages might map onto classic language
regions.

It is difficult to reconcile the ESM findings with the other neurolinguistic
data on bilingualism and multilingualism. As described earlier, evidence from
functional neuroimaging studies seems to point to a substantial common neural
network, with some separate language-specific areas. Some of this activity takes
place outside of the perisylvian region, for example, in the dorsolateral prefrontal
cortex, which is thought to be indicative of cognitive effort as opposed to lan-
guage processing per se. Moreover, as pointed out by Wong and Liu (2015), lan-
guage-specific functional activation is more reliably found for phonological

1 The patient’s L1 was Swiss-German and they learned French (L2) around the age of five.
Around puberty, the patient acquired both English (L3) and German (L4).
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processing than in other language faculties. However, this specific result also
contradicts ESM findings where all studies find distinct language areas, despite
using tasks that are not specifically associated with phonological processing
alone (e.g., picture naming or counting).

What can explain the different findings between ESM and neuroimaging stud-
ies? One possibility is that the presence of tumors or epilepsy substantially alters
an individual’s neural representation of language. Indeed, there is some evidence
that the brain demonstrates plasticity throughout life; for example, neural circuits
can be modified even after short-term exposure to an L2 (e.g., Tu et al. 2015), and
slow-growing tumors do reorganize language such that it appears typical for an
extended period. However, it seems unlikely that the presence of, for instance, a
tumor would substantially modify the cortical representation of all the languages
of a multilingual, specifically leading to more distinct language-specific areas
than healthy multilinguals show. A more likely explanation lies in the better spa-
tial resolution of ESM compared to imaging from hemodynamic data (i.e., blood
oxygen flow used in fMRI studies), as de Bot and Jaensch (2015: 139) report as a
result from a discussion with Indefrey and Paradis in 2012. In this view, fMRI
would not be able to differentiate between the language-specific neural circuits
that are recruited during language processing due to its coarser level of resolu-
tion. As pointed out by Indefrey, ESM data can also demonstrate shared language
areas when they employ a coarser-than-usual level of resolution. In any case,
with respect to the organization and representation of multilingualism compared
to bilingualism, the ESM results converge on finding both shared and separate
language areas in cortical representation.

17.3 The multilingual challenge

Studies examining multilingualism tend to agree on the concept of a “shared
semantic store” (see French and Jacquet 2004, for a review on models of bilin-
gual memory). This means that multilinguals access the same semantic system
independently of the language they are using. Moreover, the field is converging
on the notion of non-selective access (e.g., Thierry and Wu 2007, cf. Costa et al.
2017) as the default. This means that with few exceptions (Kroll 2006), multilin-
guals would have access to all of their lexicons at any given time.

Logically, a shared semantic store and non-selective access lead to a chal-
lenge: How do multilinguals select the right words for the interlocutors they are
addressing at any given time? In many interactional contexts, there is a strict
target language. Deviating from the target language can lead to breakdowns in
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communication. However, we know that multilinguals select the words from
the right language virtually all the time, typically with minimal intrusions from
the other languages (e.g., Poplack, 1980). So how do they do it? This led re-
searchers to examine the neural underpinnings of language control.

17.3.1 Language control

The efficient use of language requires a certain level of control that allows the
speaker to select preferred words and suppress others. This is true for both
monolinguals and multilinguals; however, we assume that multilinguals face a
greater challenge due to the issues described above. Recently, the inherent in-
terference of bi-/multilingualism has attracted attention with respect to cogni-
tive functioning. Using more than one language could enhance cognitive
control performance, such that bi-/multilinguals outperform monolinguals on
cognitive (executive) tasks (for a review see Bialystok et al. 2009; for a more in-
depth discussion, see Chapter 16, this volume).

However, the supporting evidence is variable as recent comparisons have
yielded no differences between bilinguals and monolinguals (for reviews, see De
Bruin, Treccani, and Della Sala 2015; Duñabeitia and Carreiras 2015; Lehtonen
et al. 2018). Regardless of whether one agrees that there is a “bilingual advan-
tage”, managing more than one language requires some degree of control. This
section focuses on those control processes and their neural representation.

17.3.2 Cortico-subcortical network and language control

One of the most detailed proposals on the neural correlates of language control
is by Abutalebi and Green (2007, 2016; Green and Abutalebi 2013). Focused on
production, the authors describe speech regions together with regions responsi-
ble for language control. As shown in Figure 17.2., this model involves a cortico-
subcortical network, involving the prefrontal cortex (PFC; including the inferior
frontal gyrus, IFG), pre-supplementary motor area (pre-SMA), anterior cingulate
cortex (ACC), inferior parietal lobules (supramarginal gyrus, SMG, and angular
gyrus), subcortical structures, and the cerebellum. Moreover, there is a strong
focus on language use, such that Green and Abutalebi (2013) propose that differ-
ent interactional contexts modify the requirements placed on control processes.
Their Adaptive Control Hypothesis (Green and Abutalebi 2013) differentiates
among three language-use contexts: (a) single-language; (b) dual-language; and
(c) dense code-switching.
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The single-language context describes settings where one language is used
with designated individuals while a different language is used in a different set-
ting with other individuals. For example, one may use different languages at
the workplace and at home. In this context, multilingual users are rarely re-
quired to switch between their languages. This contrasts to the dual-language
context, where switching can occur between conversations. Consider, for exam-
ple, a home situation where the parents are bilingual, but their children are rel-
atively monolingual. Among themselves, the parents could speak language A,
but when they turn to their children, they will address them in language B. The
third setting, dense code-switching, describes a situation where speakers fre-
quently switch languages, even within an utterance. In this context, several
people in a conversation are proficient in multiple languages, which licenses
switching among them.

Abutalebi and Green (2013) propose that these different interactional con-
texts place different demands on the control system. They describe eight differ-
ent control processes that are taxed differently depending on the type of
setting. Some of the control processes are more devoted to selecting and main-
taining one language, such as interference suppression, which would be critical
to multilinguals who mainly operate in single- and dual-language contexts
where switching is dispreferred or dysfunctional. However, dense-code switch-
ing would demand less control because multiple languages are licensed. At the

Figure 17.2: Representation of a medial view of the right hemisphere of the brain with the
subcortical structures exposed, see text for which regions are hypothesized to be shared
between languages. * CN, Put, and GP are part of the basal ganglia. In this view the GP is
behind the CN.
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same time, in dense code-switchers, the general speech planning mechanism
(called opportunistic planning) would be heavily taxed, for example, monitor-
ing when a code-switch can occur within an utterance, such that the words of
one language obey the syntactic frame of another.

These interactional settings and the different demands they place on the
control processes would be reflected in the neural correlates of control. Green
and Abutalebi (2013) propose that single and dual-language contexts exten-
sively engage the inferior frontal and parietal cortices (bilaterally), the anterior
cingulate cortex, the pre-supplementary motor area, the basal ganglia, and the
thalamus (see Figure 17.2. for a representation of the relevant subcortical
areas). This is due to the situational setting (i.e., dual-language and single-
language contexts) requiring speakers to engage in extensive goal mainte-
nance, conflict monitoring, and interference suppression (Abutalebi and Green
2016). Dense code-switching, on the other hand, would also involve this net-
work, but to a lesser extent. Here, the opportunistic planning process is of im-
portance, which would draw on the connection between the cerebellum and
the left-prefrontal cortex (Abutalebi and Green 2016).

A critical question is to what extent this network is modulated by the same
factors that modulate language representation. For example, de Bruin et al.
(2014) conducted a language-switching study using picture naming in trilin-
guals. The results indicated activation of the right inferior frontal gyrus (rIFG)
and the pre-supplementary motor area (pre-SMA) when participants were
switching from their dominant L1 (Dutch) to their less-dominant, yet proficient
L2 (English) and L3 (German) in contrast to non-switching. Interestingly, this
difference in activation was not significant when participants switched to their
L1 from their L2 or L3. This evidence aligns with proposals that hypothesize
that inhibitory control is the crux to language switching (e.g., Green 1998) and
that proficiency modulates the language control network. Tu et al. (2015) also
showed that changing language exposure from 50/50 (L1, L2) to predominantly
L1 for only 30 days changed the activation in the left pars opercularis and other
regions associated with language control (e.g., the left anterior cingulate cortex
and the left caudate nucleus). Thus, it seems that at least some of the factors
known to influence language representation affect the cortico-subcortical net-
work responsible for language control.

To neutralize possible effects of proficiency and to seek the most extreme
version of language control, some studies have sought to test language control
in simultaneous interpreters (SI). SIs have to process incoming auditory input
in one language and simultaneously convert that to a different one, retrieving
the correct lexical semantics and syntactic frames. This requires not only mas-
tering the two or more languages, but also a high degree of language control.
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Studies focusing on SIs have found the pars opercularis, pars triangularis, and
subcortical regions to be affected by their unique training. A study by Elmer
(2016), for example, revealed activation in the pars triangularis in five SIs dur-
ing L2 to L1 translation, using both group and single-subject analyses. Elmer
reports that the other regions of the control network demonstrated strong inter-
individual variability, whereas the pars triangularis was consistently activated.
In a different study, Elmer, Hänggi, and Jäncke (2014) found structural differen-
ces, such that SIs had reduced grey matter volume in several areas amongst the
bilateral pars triangularis, the left pars opercularis, and the left supramarginal
gyrus. Some studies using a typical population have also tied the left pars oper-
cularis to language control, demonstrating greater activation in bilinguals in
contrast to monolinguals (Parker Jones et al. 2012).

Studies indicating the crucial role of subcortical structures in language
switching mainly involve the basal ganglia. Hervais-Adelman, Moser-Mercer,
and Golestani (2015) conducted a longitudinal study using fMRI, scanning SIs
before and after their 15-month training program. SIs demonstrated reduced re-
cruitment in the right caudate nucleus during simultaneous interpretation in
post-training compared to pre-training scanning. The authors hypothesize that
this reduced recruitment is indicative of emerging expertise, indicating that
some tasks become more automatic with practice. Several other studies have
found differential activity in the caudate nucleus during language switching
(Crinion et al. 2006; Garbin et al. 2010; Luk et al. 2012).

The role of subcortical structures (i.e., the basal ganglia and the thalamus)
in language control is further supported by evidence from the aphasia litera-
ture. Several studies have reported pathological code-mixing as a result of le-
sions or hemorrhages to the left caudate nucleus (Abutalebi, Miozzo, and
Cappa 2000), the global pallidus and putamen (Abutalebi et al. 2009), and the
left thalamus (Mariën et al. 2005).

Virtually all of the studies discussed above tested SIs – and, often, patients
with aphasia – in only two languages and are unspecific to what extent their
participants might be proficient in additional languages. Therefore, it is an
open question to what extent speaking more than two languages modifies the
control processes. However, the few studies that were explicitly on multilin-
guals (e.g., de Bruin et al. 2014) found activation in the same areas associated
with language switching as in bilinguals. One can hypothesize that under the
Adaptive Control Hypothesis, the situation of dense-code switching involving
three or more languages would be rare. In that sense, multilingualism might
not differ much from bilingualism (but see Chapter 9, this volume, to see how
studying bimodal multilingualism can potentially assess this issue better).
However, if the number of competitors (e.g., lexical items) is related to the
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amount of interference, one can imagine that differences could be detected be-
tween multilinguals versus bilinguals.

In sum, the current work on the neural representation of language control
involves a network with cortical structures involving the prefrontal cortex, the
inferior frontal gyrus (including the pars opercularis, pars triangularis, and
pars orbitalis), the pre-supplementary motor area, the anterior cingulate cortex,
and the inferior parietal lobules (including the supramarginal gyrus and the an-
gular gyrus). Moreover, it is clear there are subcortical structures involved as
well, such as the basal ganglia (including the caudate nucleus and the puta-
men) and the cerebellum.

17.4 Conclusion

It is clear that broadly considered, a Universal Language Network exists as
Wong, Yin, and O’Brien (2016) argued. The perisylvian “language area” of the
left hemisphere of the brain is primarily responsible for one language in the
monolingual, two in the bilingual, and all languages in the multilingual.
Within this perisylvian language region, the imaging data suggests there are re-
gions of overlap, more so than separate language-specific regions. However,
the electrical-stimulation (ESM) studies, on the whole, report more separation
than the imaging studies do, which, we suggest, is because they record from
finer-grained regions of the brain.

Complementing the language regions involved in bilingual and, presum-
ably, multilingual processing are the control regions that include pre-frontal,
caudate, and ACC areas as well as the perisylvian inferior parietal lobe. Related
processes of control must operate in monolinguals as well, in making decisions
to employ different speech registers (e.g., when speaking to one’s boss or
child). However, it seems that in bi-/multilinguals – especially those who
switch languages in daily life – the cognitive control system is enhanced. This
“bilingual advantage” has been associated with spared or enhanced abilities of
bi-/multilinguals even on non-verbal tasks that require resistance to interfer-
ence and inhibition, although controversies remain regarding this view.

Cutting across these generalizations are the individual differences in brain
organization and functioning in adulthood that arise from Age of Acquisition
and proficiency achieved in each language a participant knows (and presum-
ably, though less studied from a 21st century neuro perspective, from manner
of acquisition). As a rule, it appears that more overlap is seen for individuals
who learned two or more languages earlier. Activation is often greater in later
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learners and those who are less proficient in the tested language, but – as the
meta-analysis of Liu and Cao (2016) points out – this is not necessarily the case.
The outstanding question regarding the meaning of activation may account –
at least in part – for contradictory findings in the neurolinguistic literature
whereby greater expertise across a number of activities can be linked either to
more or less brain activation when they are performed.

With respect to possible distinctions in the organization and processing of
languages between bilinguals and multilinguals, there is only a small literature
at this time, and studies examining the neural representation of bilingualism
versus multilingualism are even more limited. The current multilingualism
studies seem to align with the greater body of work on bilingualism, indicating
a common language network that is modulated by known factors, such as profi-
ciency and exposure. However, as with bilingual ESM studies, multilingual
ESM studies, as compared to multilingual fMRI studies, more often find sepa-
rate language areas contiguous with shared ones due to their narrower levels of
measurement.

In sum, there are some perisylvian regions of the left hemisphere that seem
to be particularly dedicated to language learning, whether for a mere single lan-
guage or for more, at any age. The brain’s plasticity may decline, such that the
ability to easily pick up aspects of a new language drops off after some point in
the first two decades of life, depending on which aspect of language one consid-
ers. Nevertheless, language practices appear to take advantage of (or build on)
some degree of brain plasticity well into later adulthood, reflecting the interac-
tive patterns mostly used in daily life.

Acknowledgments: Thanks are due to Taryn Malcolm and Aviva Lerman for
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Simona Montanari and Suzanne Quay

18 Conclusion and Directions for Future
Research

The last twenty years have witnessed a surge in the number of studies that
examine the acquisition, use, and unlearning of more than two languages.
While multilingualism remains understudied and at times misunderstood,
this volume has attempted to review the latest research on how societies and
individuals learn and manage multiple languages in different communities,
across different modalities, at distinct life stages, and in varied socio-political
contexts.

18.1 Expanding the geography and accounts
of multilingualism

One of the emerging themes from this volume is that multilingualism is intrin-
sic to many societies and perhaps more prevalent than monolingualism or bi-
lingualism per se in many regions around the world. The contributions in the
first section have indeed highlighted the countless and usually intertwined
circumstances that have turned monolingual or bilingual societies into multi-
lingual ones. Some of these circumstances are historical – as is the case of co-
lonialism in North Africa (Ech-Charfi, Chapter 2) or Southeast Asia (Ng and
Cavallaro, Chapter 3); some are political, as with Singapore’s internationaliza-
tion ideology that made a non-indigenous language, English, the official
language and inter-ethnic lingua franca of the country (Ng and Cavallaro,
Chapter 3). Yet at other times, education has been the driving force behind
the creation of multilingual speakers – as in Europe (Bartelheimer, Hufeisen
and Montanari, Chapter 4) and Canada (Wright and Chan, Chapter 5); or mi-
gration, which has brought millions of immigrants from the world’s poor re-
gions to wealthier Europe (Bartelheimer, Hufeisen and Montanari, Chapter 4)
and North America (Wright and Chan, Chapter 5), increasing linguistic and
cultural diversity in traditionally monolingual or bilingual countries. These
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examples suggest that multilingualism results from a wider variety of social,
cultural and economic forces than bilingualism, and accounts of this hetero-
geneity are even more complex than in the case of bilingual populations.

Despite the prevalence of multilingualism in many diverse world regions, re-
search on multilingualism remains geographically limited, and includes primar-
ily middle-class multilinguals from Europe and North America. Although we
have attempted to involve contributors from as many different parts of the world
and encouraged them to consider relevant findings on multilingualism from
Africa, Asia, and Latin America, few have been able to do so simply because this
research does not exist. This is unfortunate because it means that what is known
about multilingualism is mostly based on research involving individuals from
middle or upper socioeconomic backgrounds in Western cultures, speaking only
a few of multilinguals’ possible language combinations, and operating in con-
texts that exert a social pressure to conform to monolingual expectations. Since
social and cultural variables strongly condition multilingual outcomes, it is thus
imperative that more studies are conducted in socio-political and socio-linguistic
realities in which multilingualism is natural and seen as the norm, as in India,
Africa, and certain areas of Asia (Bhatia and Ritchie 2012). Studies in these
areas – where bilingual and multilingual individuals outnumber monolinguals –
may reveal intriguing patterns of language development, use, and attrition and
may uncover cognitive, emotional, and academic advantages (or disadvantages)
different from those documented so far. This geographically-broader research
would also allow the study of multilingualism in the context of languages that
are typologically different from those studied so far, revealing new types and de-
grees of cross-linguistic interactions than those documented in the current
research.

By expanding the geography of multilingualism research, future studies
and theoretical interpretations can also move away from long-established
definitions of “language” and traditional accounts of language use put for-
ward by a Western monoglossic ideology that holds the idealized notions of
monolingualism and nativeness as gold standards. Surveying the heteroge-
neous nature of multilingual interactions, the contributions in this volume
have indeed put into question traditional notions and accounts of multilin-
gual use such as diglossia (Ech-Charfi, Chapter 2; Maher, Chapter 6), code-
switching (Stavans and Porat, Chapter 7; Chen Pichler, Reynolds and Palmer,
Chapter 9), or even multilingualism conceived as two interlocutors’ speaking
different languages to each other (Gooskens, Chapter 8). In the context of
North Africa, for example, Ech-Charfi (Chapter 2) laments that, besides im-
posing their languages, the colonial powers brought to the region the same
notion of “language” – and the European discourse about language and
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nation – with consequences that are still visible today in the lack of recogni-
tion of local French varieties, in the use of the term “diglossia” to differenti-
ate the use of Literary Arabic from colloquial Arabic or of “Berber” to refer to
the heterogeneous linguistic landscape that characterizes the indigenous
populations of the region.

Therefore, this volume’s contributions emphasize that new models of lan-
guage learning, processing, use, and attrition in multilinguals are needed to ac-
commodate the complex and dynamic nature of the multilingual system, a system
in which different languages interact with each other in a process that continually
changes the system and leads to emergent properties in the multilingual mind
(Jessner and Megens, Chapter 13; Allgäuer-Hackl and Jessner, Chapter 15). This is
indeed the perspective proposed by Jessner and colleagues who examine multilin-
gualism from a dynamic and complexity systems point of view, in particular from
the stance of the Dynamic Model of Multilingualism (Herdina and Jessner 2002).
According to this approach, and as highlighted in other contributions, any study
of multilingualism – or of multilingual development or language attrition in multi-
linguals – is incomplete if one considers only one of the multilingual’s languages
in isolation. This is because multilingual development is neither linear nor unidi-
rectional but rather characterized by changes, throughout the lifespan, in fluency
and proficiency in each language, in the effort to maintain each language, in the
degree(s) of language contact and use, and in the many complex cross-linguistic
interactions. Jessner and colleagues (Chapter 13; Chapter 15) particularly lament
that while the study of bilingualism has taken into account the two languages of
bilinguals (one being developed and the other undergoing attrition), the study of
multilingualism that considers all of the multilinguals’ languages remains under-
researched and virtually in its infancy. Thus, the authors advocate for a holistic
multilingual approach that takes into consideration not only linguistic processes
but also (meta)cognitive ones such as metalinguistic and crosslinguistic awareness
(Chapter 15).

We praise Jessner and colleagues for advancing a theory of multilingualism
that moves beyond static descriptions and captures the fluctuating nature of
linguistic knowledge across the lifespan. At the same time, in order to advance
not only a dynamic, integrated, and holistic but also a “universal” understand-
ing of multilingualism, we call for an increase in language diversity (beyond
Germanic and Romance languages) in the studies framed within this perspec-
tive. Only by expanding the geography of multilingual studies can we indeed
truly break away from the Euro-centric monolingual ideology that has framed
studies of multilingualism so far.
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18.2 Learning and unlearning multiple languages
in the family and educational context

At the individual level, the contributions in this volume have shown that lan-
guages can be learned and unlearned quickly across the lifespan due to child-
internal and external factors (Quay and Chevalier, Chapter 10), family language
policies in the early years (Lanza and Lexander, Chapter 11) and educational poli-
cies in the school years (Wang, Chapter 12; Jessner and Megens, Chapter 13).
Moving beyond language socialization research, which has traditionally empha-
sized adult caregivers’ roles in young children’s socialization process, Quay
and Chevalier (Chapter 10) and Lanza and Lexander (Chapter 11) highlight the
agency of children in negotiating their language learning environment, at
times promoting their own multilingualism, at times instigating language
shift within the family. Gooskens (Chapter 8) points out that receptive multi-
lingualism can also be seen in the discourse of families when children speak
the societal language while their parents respond in the heritage language
(also termed “dual-lingual” interactions in Quay and Chevalier, Chapter 10).
Quay and Chevalier (Chapter 10) further address the need to revisit the tradi-
tional, monolingualist dogmas of the “one-person-one-language approach”
and consider more flexible multilingual practices when raising multilingual
children because only the latter may ensure harmonious multilingual devel-
opment. Similarly, Lanza and Lexander (Chapter 11) set the study of the
language and literacy practices of multilingual families within the new, bur-
geoning field of Family Language Policy, which examines language “as a
means through which multilingual adults and children define themselves and
their families,” with “a focus on globally dispersed, transnational or multilin-
gual populations beyond the traditional, two-parent family,” and with “re-
search methods that attend to meaning-making in interaction and as well as
the broader context” (King and Lanza 2019: 722).

The family context is particularly important for multilingual development in
the early years, notably also for deaf and hearing children of signing Deaf pa-
rents (Chen Pichler, Reynolds, and Palmer, Chapter 9). However, it is the school
context that can significantly foster (or hamper) multilingualism in middle and
late childhood. For instance, as pointed out above, children in North Africa
(Ech-Charfi, Chapter 2), Southeast Asia (Ng and Cavallaro, Chapter 3), Europe
(Bartelheimer, Hufeisen and Montanari, Chapter 4), and Canada (Wright and
Chan, Chapter 5) become proficient in multiple languages thanks to educational
policies. Children who are already proficient in two or more home or heritage
languages may also learn the society’s language or additional languages at
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school (Chen Pichler, Reynolds, and Palmer, Chapter 9; Wang, Chapter 12).
However, this process is more challenging than the natural language learning
experience that occurs early on at home because it is decontextualized, inten-
tional, and formal. At the same time, because multilingual students’ academic
success heavily depends on their literacy abilities in the school (i.e., societal)
language(s), educational systems often fail to sustain their students’ multilin-
gual development, especially in traditionally monolingual contexts that are not
supportive of multilingualism. This may result in educational systems favoring
only the societal language (Wang, Chapter 12) or more marketable foreign lan-
guages such as English (Ng and Cavallaro, Chapter 3; Bartelheimer, Hufeisen
and Montanari, Chapter 4) with the consequence of language attrition in one or
more of the multilingual’s languages (Jessner and Megens, Chapter 13) or even
language shift within a country (Ng and Cavallaro, Chapter 3).

Thus, another emerging theme in this volume is the hegemony of majority
languages, and especially of English, in the raising and education of multilin-
gual children. In the home context, parents in mixed-language couples who
choose English as a lingua franca lower their chances of raising multilingual
children, and in anglophone countries, the overall maintenance of minority lan-
guages is seriously challenged (Quay and Chevalier, Chapter 10). In the educa-
tional context, introducing English too early in the curriculum and favoring it
over other languages may ultimately result in the loss of multilingualism in less
marketable languages (Ng and Cavallaro, Chapter 3; Bartelheimer, Hufeisen and
Montanari, Chapter 4). English has even become a “high” preferred form for
communication in popular culture (e.g., music) and international politics
(Maher, Chapter 6), and it has been adopted as the official language and inter-
ethnic lingua franca even in countries in which it is non-indigenous (i.e.,
Singapore, Ng and Cavallaro, Chapter 3). Hufeisen (personal communication)
further laments the pressure to publish in English in the academic context and
the resulting lack of or disinterest in publications in languages other than
English, which, as she puts, is ultimately “highly destructive to a vivid multilin-
gual world”. Hence, there is need to not only expand the geography of multilin-
gualism research as argued above but also to advocate for the preservation and
study of linguistic diversity. To this end, adopting a European Commission’s
(2007) initiative, Gooskens (Chapter 8) proposes to focus on one extreme of the
multilingual language use continuum – receptive multilingualism. Indeed, this
form of language use has the potential to not only reveal the remarkable robust-
ness of speakers’ language processing mechanisms, communicative compe-
tence, and cognitive/linguistic flexibility but also to maintain linguistic diversity
and ensure the survival of “smaller” or less marketable languages while increas-
ing individuals’ mobility. Similarly, more research is needed in “cross-signing”,
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when signers who do not share a common sign language nevertheless negotiate
meaning by using visually-oriented strategies (Chen Pichler, Reynolds, and
Palmer, Chapter 9).

18.3 Common themes and new insights

The world is becoming increasingly more multilingual as more individuals move
around it with rising interconnectivity. Indeed, migration, globalization and the
information technology revolution are the threads in the early 21st century that
have brought together opportunities and challenges for communicating and
learning in new environments, both real and online. The age of social media
and the Internet forces us to study multilingualism from a new perspective. Of
particular relevance are thus Lanza and Lexander’s sections (in Chapter 11) on
digitally mediated language practices, a new modality that allows families “to
stretch” and stay in touch, exchange information across borders, and practice
mobile or virtual “intimacy” (Hjorth 2011). This body of work moves beyond tra-
ditional examinations of language and literacy practices within families to in-
clude new technologies that modify interaction styles and add non-verbal
means to express emotions (such as the use of emojis), thereby managing family
relationships in new ways, changing sense of selves, and constructing new iden-
tities. The importance to examine language use in cyberspace is also highlighted
by Stavans and Porat (Chapter 7: 139), who show that when “writing and speak-
ing are mediated by digital technologies, they become even more complex be-
cause they are scattered across time and space (e.g., via mails); they become
essentially ‘language-less’ (such as emoticons or emojis); and the rules govern-
ing them have evolved to generate alternative literacy practices”. Thus, together
with the study of traditional spoken interactions, the study of digitally mediated
interactions should be pursued in future research because it provides new in-
sights into how languages are combined to create meaning, how they are woven
into family dynamics and across generations, and how they contribute to iden-
tity and identity development.

The use of new technologies, media, and modalities is part and parcel of
communication in the multilingual world that was highlighted throughout this
volume and that should be subject to future study. Communication via multiple
modalities is particularly displayed in the population that Chen Pichler,
Reynolds, and Palmer feature in Chapter 9 – namely, Codas or Children of Deaf
Adults, who have natural sign languages from birth along with spoken languages
(bimodality) in their repertoire. Like multilingual communities and families in
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Part 1 and in Chapters 10 (Quay and Chevalier) and 11 (Lanza and Lexander), this
population also experiences issues related to migration, geographic proximity to
international borders, and determination to maintain family culture. At the same
time, multilingual signing communities make use of language practices that are
more complex and diverse than in the case of two spoken languages because
they involve two different modalities. Indeed, it is precisely when signed and
spoken content is articulated simultaneously (i.e., code-blending) that language
boundaries dissolve and traditional accounts of language use and mixing fail.
The issue of code-blending is relevant to the discussion of translanguaging in
other chapters as well, which explore a multilingual use of language that goes
beyond named languages to encompass the dynamic nature of human meaning-
making and of languaging. For example, Stavans and Porat (Chapter 7) advocate
for moving beyond studying code-switching from a structural perspective that ex-
amines the mixing of separate linguistic systems related to labeled languages to
embrace this practice as “a multilingual, multimodal, and multisensory sense-
and meaning-making resource” (Li 2018: blog).

At a time of increasing hybridization when there are fewer boundaries be-
tween spoken and sign languages, between written and aural/audio-visual texts,
between real and virtual worlds, and between languages and identities, examples
abound throughout this volume of translanguaging not only from an educational
perspective (Stavans and Porat, Chapter 7, Chen Pichler, Reynolds, and Palmer,
Chapter 9, and Wang, Chapter 12) but also in discourse (Chapters 7 and 9 again,
Quay and Chevalier, Chapter 10, and Lanza and Lexander, Chapter 11). As a peda-
gogical approach, translanguaging refers to specific teaching strategies that em-
phasize the dynamic use of multiple languages to foster learning (Allgäuer-Hackl
and Jessner, Chapter 15) and to affirm the value and multiplicity of linguistic diver-
sity across and within communities and individuals (Stavans and Porat,
Chapter 7). Spontaneous translanguaging, on the other hand, refers to multilin-
gual practices in discourse, which offer more learning opportunities and space to
negotiate social identities and meaning. Therefore, in a way, as shown in Chapter
6 (Maher), even monolingual individuals who use different varieties (written as
well as spoken) of a named language – and not just those who speak different
named languages – can practice translanguaging. As put by MacSwan (2017: 188),
“[w]e are all multilinguals in the sense that we each use different ways of talking
in different social contexts”. Although no explicit reference to the theme of trans-
languaging is made, Chapter 14 (Montanari) also offers examples of a transfer of
knowledge from earlier learned languages, akin to using all of one’s resources, to
facilitate learning a new language in a new situation. Likewise, Chapter 15
(Allgäuer-Hackl and Jessner) shows that it is precisely the enhanced (meta)linguis-
tic and metacognitive knowledge that multilinguals have accumulated through
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their use of “all their linguistic resources” that makes them efficient language
learners. These examples from a wide range of spheres vividly demonstrate the
dynamic nature of the multilingual phenomena as further expounded in
Chapter 13 (Jessner and Megens) and Chapter 15 (Allgäuer-Hackl and Jessner) on
cross-linguistic influence and interaction in the multilingual mind.

Language differences can be conceptualized according to the structural or
linguistic patterns evidenced by speakers (Stavans and Porat, Chapter 7;
Gooskens, Chapter 8; Chen Pichler, Reynolds, and Palmer, Chapter 9; Wang,
Chapter 12; Montanari, Chapters 14) or to the political identifications of lan-
guages (contributions in Part 1). In proposing a “multilingual perspective on
translanguaging”, MacSwan (2017) advocates that the political use of language
names can and should be distinguished from the social and structural idealiza-
tions used to study linguistic diversity. Only in this way can translanguaging
support not only a heteroglossic language ideology but also traditional basic
scientific research on codeswitching, mother tongues, and language rights,
thus bridging the linguistic aspect with contributions to language ideology,
policy, and pedagogy. The themes of diglossia, codeswitching and translan-
guaging as multilingual practices have raised fundamental questions about
the nature of language boundaries in multilingual society that we have only
just started to traverse. The dynamics of language choice in individuals and as
used in educational institutions, cities, nations, and cyberspace are undergo-
ing changes as a result of cultural, political and economic forces. The value of
multilingualism to the individual and to society can be seen in this volume by
the transformative effect that multilingualism has on language learning, its
impact on the structures of education, society, culture, family and national
policies, and even on cognitive and brain functions (Segal et al., Chapter 16;
Strangmann, Chen, and Obler, Chapter 17).

Another common theme that appears in this volume is that of multilingual
literacy (i.e., reading and writing in different languages). It is of significant
importance for a variety of reasons. Multilingual children and adults who
are literate use this skill to maintain their languages (Quay and Chevalier,
Chapter 10; Wang, Chapter 12), particularly for heritage language mainte-
nance through digital literacy (Lanza and Lexander, Chapter 11). A writing
system can also be a lingua franca or common language not only between the
Deaf and non-signing interlocutors (Chen Pichler, Reynolds, and Palmer,
Chapter 9) but also for the hearing (Maher, Chapter 6; Gooskens, Chapter 8).
For example, the shared use of Chinese characters in much of East Asia and
parts of Southeast Asia (Maher, Chapter 6) comprises shared knowledge be-
tween different languages and cultures and enhances the co-existence of the
people using this writing system. Orthographical knowledge as part of literacy
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skills also facilitates the learning of new languages (Montanari, Chapter 14).
Furthermore, orthographical knowledge helps increase intelligibility between
speakers of Scandinavian languages (Gooskens, Chapter 8) and reading com-
prehension among speakers of different Germanic languages (Bartelheimer,
Hufeisen and Montanari, Chapter 4). Indeed, literacy skills have also been
shown to affect cognitive performance in old age by improving memory and
executive functioning (Segal et al., Chapter 16).

Multilingual literacy, moreover, plays a key role in the development of
culture and knowledge (Stavans and Porat, Chapter 7); that is, it helps indi-
viduals construct knowledge from multiple sources and promote cultural and
communicative diversity. In classrooms where students are exposed to more
than one linguistic system and culture, learners can draw from their existing
pool of languages and literacy practices to blend familiar practices with new
forms, called “syncretic” literacy (Wang, Chapter 12). Allgäuer-Hackl and
Jessner (Chapter 15) argue that while multilingual literacy involves a common
underlying proficiency between writing processes in the various languages,
cross-linguistic interaction also affects it.

18.4 Multilingualism as opposed to bilingualism

The last significant theme that emerges from this volume’s contributions – par-
ticularly those in the final section – focuses on what makes multilingualism
unique with respect to bilingualism, a contentious issue in contemporary re-
search. Indeed, despite years of progress marked by an increasing recognition
of the importance of studying the acquisition and use of “more than one lan-
guage”, multilingualism – in the sense of learning and speaking not just two
but “multiple languages” – is often dismissed by bilingualism researchers as a
simple variant of bilingualism (de Bot and Jaensch 2015). Yet, this volume
makes clear that multilingualism should rather be studied in its own right as
further evidence of the human potential and capacity for language. For in-
stance, the learning, processing and use of multiple languages in the mind re-
sults in the development of components in multilingual systems that are not
present in or are qualitatively different from those developed in bilingual sys-
tems (Jessner and Megens, Chapter 13; Allgäuer-Hackl and Jessner, Chapter 15).
These include skills in language learning, management and maintenance that re-
sult in more complex cross-linguistic interactions and increased multilingual
awareness than in bilinguals due to all language systems influencing each other
in any direction (Jessner and Megens, Chapter 13; Allgäuer-Hackl and Jessner,
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Chapter 15). Interaction between multiple language systems coupled with in-
creased metalinguistic and cross-linguistic awareness facilitate novel language
learning in multilinguals (Montanari, Chapter 14) and may lead to better cogni-
tive performance in older multilinguals as opposed to bilinguals or monolinguals
(Segal et al., Chapter 16). Thus, despite the fact that similar variables impact bi-
lingualism and multilingualism, multilingualism cannot be equated to bilingual-
ism because of the increasingly dynamic, multidimensional, and heterogeneous
complexity that derive from the learning, processing, use, and unlearning “of
more than two languages”, across different modalities, at distinct life stages, and
in varied contexts.

Of course the question remains as to why, while linguistic and psycholin-
guistic studies suggest differences in the processing of a third compared to a
first or second language, neurolinguistic research shows that generally the
same areas of the brain – and the same cognitive mechanisms – are activated
during language use in proficient multilinguals (Strangmann, Chen, and Obler,
Chapter 17). De Bot and Jaensch (2015), for instance, question the notion of lan-
guages as separate entities in the brain and posit a more dynamic perspective
that focuses on “overall” language development and processing over time. The
very limited literature that compares the organization and processing of lan-
guages in speakers of multiple languages also indicates a common language
network for bilinguals and multilinguals that is modulated by factors such
as age of acquisition, proficiency, and language use (Strangmann, Chen, and
Obler, Chapter 17).

However, simply because neurolinguistics studies show the same areas of
the brain activated in bilingual and multilingual processing does not imply
that the processes are the same. In other words, although specific areas of the
left hemisphere have evolved to better process transient stimuli that require
high temporal resolution such as language (be it the first, second or third)
(Zatorre, Belin, and Penhune 2002), the processes might be qualitatively dif-
ferent when a third or fourth language is involved as opposed to a second, es-
pecially given that age of acquisition, proficiency and language use will be
different. Furthermore, bilingual neurolinguistics research has suffered from
serious methodological shortcomings. First, most of the “bilingual” subjects
in these studies have been European university students who are actually
multilingual – and not just bilingual – for socio-political and educational
reasons. Second, the majority of these investigations has used neuroimaging
techniques, which have a coarse level of resolution and are thus unable to dif-
ferentiate between the language-specific neuronal circuits that are recruited
during language processing (de Bot and Jaensch 2015). On the other hand,
more recent multilingual electrical-stimulation studies, which record from
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finer-grained regions of the brain, more often find separate language areas for
L1, L2, and L3 contiguous with shared ones due to their narrower levels of
measurement (Strangmann, Chen, and Obler, Chapter 17). Thus, the conclu-
sions we can draw as to differences in the neural organization of two vs. three
or more languages are limited because research in this area is virtually in its
infancy and there are many outstanding questions regarding the interpreta-
tion of language-related neural data. It goes without saying that, while we
know humans have the neurocognitive capacity to learn multiple languages
when the sociopolitical and sociolinguistic conditions permit, much work
needs to be done in the future to examine the neural correlates of different
languages in multilingual speakers.

18.5 Conclusion

Taken together, the contributions in this volume and the questions they raise
highlight the complexity of multilingualism, the diversity of multilingual in-
teractions for signers and speakers, the distinct paths in the learning, use and
unlearning of multiple languages, and crucial differences between bilingual-
ism and multilingualism. One of the strengths and distinguishing features of
this volume is that it brings together researchers from a range of different sub-
jects, from education, linguistics (applied, psycho-, socio-) to cognitive psy-
chology and neuroscience. The multidisciplinary nature of this volume is
meant to help students and scholars studying different areas of multilingual-
ism become more aware of work in other domains – from sociopolitical and
sociolinguistic forces pertaining to mobility and transnationalization to di-
verse approaches to language learning and language use.

It is hoped that future research will advance a dynamic, integrated and
holistic view of multilingualism, extending studies to areas where multilin-
gualism is the norm and where typologically distant languages are learned,
used in different ways and across different modalities, or lost across the life-
span. Only such investigations can truly advance language-related research
and move away from the idealized notions of monolingualism and native-
ness put forward by the Euro-centric monoglossic ideology that has charac-
terized the study of multilingualism so far. Future research can hopefully
demonstrate how languages can help us respond to the key issues of our
times. While some new paths are opening up, we are well aware that the
journey started in this volume may not be straightforward, as we seek to
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better understand the complexity inherent in multilingualism while embrac-
ing the opportunities it offers and the challenges it poses.
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299–320, 336, 337, 340, 343, 351, 353,
355, 366, 368, 370, 385, 389

– bilingual 185, 260, 302–304, 307, 313–316,
318, 320, 355, 366, 368, 385, 389

– multilingual 300, 302, 305–312, 314, 316,
319, 320, 343, 370

agency 215, 222, 232–235, 244, 400
aging 2, 3, 351–370
attitude(s) 130, 150, 153, 161, 221, 222, 254,

289, 312
attrition 1, 275–292, 325, 326, 337, 398,

399, 401
– foreign language 286, 288, 290
– multilingual 285, 286, 289–291
awareness 124, 131, 133, 164, 167, 178, 257,

266, 281, 284, 287, 289, 299, 301, 312,
315, 317, 325–344, 399, 405–406

– cross(-)linguistic (XLA) 290–292, 334–336,
339–342

– metalinguistic (MeLA) 334–344
– multilingual (MLA) 290–292, 334–344
– phonological (PA) 260

bicultural 180
bilingual(ism) 1, 38, 93, 105–107, 110,

113–114, 123, 125, 176–177, 179–191,
196, 214, 220–221, 230, 234, 275, 279,
300, 307, 312–313, 320, 325, 351–356,
366–369, 375, 380–381, 383–384, 388,
390, 397–399, 405–407

– bimodal 175, 176–191, 195–196, 388, 402
– signing 177–179, 189, 196
– unimodal 185–186, 189–190
borrowing 13, 116, 124, 126, 189, 232, 327,

332

brain 163, 184, 255, 277, 302, 320, 326, 343,
375–390, 404, 406–407

child(-) 175, 180, 186–188, 230
– external 213, 223
– internal 205, 213, 222
– language learning 223, 230, 232, 234, 400
– multilingual(ism) 129, 133, 194–196, 205,

206, 208, 214, 216, 219, 221–224,
253–255, 257, 259, 262, 269, 305, 333,
400, 401, 404

cochlear implant(s) (CI) 177, 188
Codas/Kodas 175, 181, 186–188
– Coda speak 181
– Coda-talk 180–182
code-blend(ing) 182–185, 187, 195–196, 403
code(-)mixing 39, 180–184, 187, 195, 388
– Manually Coded English 182
– Signing Exact English 182
– Simultaneous Communication 180, 182
code(-)switch(ing) 105, 107, 128, 140, 165,

182, 187, 189–191, 195–196, 210, 214,
215, 217, 218, 241, 244, 326, 333, 378,
385–387, 403. See also switching

– alternational 124
– function(s) 124, 130–133, 135, 138
– intersentential 124, 142
– intrasentential 124, 126
cognitive 66, 123, 126, 128, 131, 139, 152,

160, 180, 184–186, 189, 213, 241, 255,
257, 258, 266–268, 277, 279, 281–284,
291, 292, 299, 301, 307, 308, 315–320,
326, 329, 332, 334–335, 337, 341–343,
351–370, 378, 381, 383, 385, 389, 398,
399, 401, 403–408

– ability/ies 307, 317–319, 354, 368, 369
– benefits 320, 351–370
– differences 369
– functions 184, 352, 353, 355, 385
– performance 3, 291, 351–356, 362,

365–370, 405, 406
– reserve 351, 353, 367, 368, 369
– tests 354, 367
colonialism 3, 27, 45, 397
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communication 14–16, 20, 30–32, 42, 53,
57, 61–64, 67, 96, 112, 114, 115, 124,
130, 131, 134–141, 143, 149–152, 161,
164–166, 168, 180, 182, 189, 192, 195,
209, 212, 214, 216, 217, 223, 231,
237–245, 254, 260, 264, 265, 284, 352,
385, 401, 402

– intergenerational 242
Complexity Theory (CT) 279
Content and Language(s) Integrated Learning

(CLIL) 65–66
critical period (CP) 255, 381
cross(-)linguistic 2, 149, 180, 221, 236,

256–257, 259, 262, 291, 307, 308, 310,
325–344, 398, 399, 404

– awareness 325, 332, 334–337, 341, 343,
406

– influence (CLI) 259, 308, 310, 325–331,
340, 343, 404

– interactions (CLIN) 2, 259, 281, 291,
325–344, 398, 399, 405

– mixing (CLM) 180, 262
– transfer 256, 257
cross-signing 189, 192, 193, 194, 401

DDCI (Deaf children of Deaf parents, who use
cochlear implants) 177–179, 182, 188,
197

Deaf 175–182, 185–195, 400, 402, 404
development 3, 11, 12, 14, 15, 17, 27, 31, 37,

41, 54, 55, 59, 69, 70, 90, 92, 94, 96,
108, 111, 116, 126, 134, 136, 139, 141,
157, 159, 175, 176, 178, 181, 186–188,
194–197, 205, 206, 209, 211–214, 216,
219, 223, 224, 230, 232, 234–236, 239,
245, 253, 258–268, 275, 276, 278–283,
285, 289–292, 307, 312–314, 325, 326,
328, 329, 332–333, 337, 338, 340–344,
398–402, 405, 406

– figurative language 268
– harmonious 216, 223
– language 54, 175, 187, 205, 206, 213, 216,

230, 232, 235, 245, 268, 276, 279, 280,
282, 291, 292, 332, 333, 334, 398, 406

– lexical 186, 261

– literacy 178, 223, 235–236, 265–267,
312–314, 332–333

– morphosyntactic 263–264
– multilingual 92, 96, 134, 211, 213, 216,

219, 223, 230, 269, 275, 279–282, 285,
291, 292, 325, 326, 343–344, 399, 400,
401

– narrative 265
– phonological 258–260
– pragmatic 264–265
dialect(s) 7, 12, 13, 15–22, 23, 42, 52, 57, 58,

61, 62, 91, 92, 103, 107, 108, 112, 113,
115, 125, 150, 151, 153, 155, 157, 158,
164, 176, 241, 354

digital(ly) 3, 139, 140, 217, 231, 233,
237–245, 402, 404

– communication 139, 238, 240, 241
– interaction 233, 237–240, 242, 244
– mediated 3, 139, 217, 231, 233, 237–245,

402
– tools 244
diglossia/diglossic 2, 3, 12–14, 103–119,

398, 399, 404
discourse 7, 10, 11, 14, 15, 17–19, 22, 24, 62,

67, 105, 125, 130, 133, 138, 152, 164,
188, 205, 209–211, 222, 223, 232, 235,
236, 254, 398, 400, 403

– continuum 210
– patterns 205, 254
– strategies 209, 210, 211
– style(s) 209–211, 222, 223, 236
dominance 2, 29, 30, 41, 59, 135, 190, 217,

275, 284, 359, 361
dual-lingual 210, 214, 400
Dynamic Model of Multilingualism

(DMM) 275, 279–285, 287, 288,
290–292, 325, 327, 334, 337, 340–343,
399

Dynamic Systems and/or Complexity Theory
(DSCT) 275, 279, 282, 292, 325–328,
333, 343

Dynamic Systems Theory (DST) 126, 279

education(al) 2–4, 10, 14, 18, 28–38, 40, 41,
55, 58–60, 63, 66, 67, 69–71, 77, 80,
83, 86–96, 106, 107, 114, 115, 129, 132,
133, 134, 136–138, 141, 143, 149, 152,
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154, 166, 176, 177, 180, 189, 193, 197,
205, 223, 232, 238, 242, 245, 258, 269,
277, 290, 300, 318, 320, 326, 335, 351,
354–358, 361, 362, 365, 366, 367, 369,
397, 400–404, 406, 407

– bilingual 88–91, 94, 95, 193, 223
endoglossic 104, 118
ERP (Event-Related Potential) 302, 311
ESM (Electric Stimulation

Mapping) 381–384, 389, 390
exoglossic 104, 118
exposure 91, 138, 155, 162–163, 178, 179,

186, 205, 207, 208, 212, 213,
216–220, 223, 253, 255, 256, 257,
259, 260, 284, 285, 306, 377, 379,
384, 387, 390

family/families 2–4, 32, 33, 42, 60, 84, 95,
103, 104, 105, 107, 114, 115, 117, 129,
134, 139, 141, 142, 152, 175, 188,
205–211, 213–224, 229–245, 253,
400–404

– diaspora 238
– internet 238
– transcultural 2, 3, 229–245
family language policy (FLP) 141, 142, 205,

209, 217, 229–233, 234, 236–239, 241,
245, 400

global/globalization 2, 3, 28, 36, 45, 51, 67,
68, 88, 106, 119, 123, 131, 133, 140, 142,
143, 149, 193, 221, 229, 231, 276, 352,
388, 402

grandparents 104, 205, 208, 216, 217, 220,
223, 238, 239, 241, 242, 245

heritage 84, 88, 91–96, 117, 134, 142,
178–180, 188, 194, 196, 197, 208, 209,
217, 218, 220, 222, 223, 230, 234,
235–241, 243, 318, 400, 404

– language(s) 88, 91–96, 117, 134, 142, 188,
194, 196, 208, 209, 217, 218, 220, 222,
223, 230, 234–241, 243, 318, 400, 404

– learner(s) 92, 95
– signer(s) 178, 179, 188, 197
hybridization 403

identity/identities 16, 17, 20, 28, 30, 35, 38,
41, 42, 44, 52, 56, 62, 68, 117–119,
130–132, 141, 143, 150, 180, 207,
231–233, 237–239, 244, 254, 262, 267,
326, 402, 403

ideology/ideologies 7–24, 129, 130, 133,
141, 142, 229, 230, 232, 237, 397–399,
404, 407

– assimilation 133
– exclusion 133
– impact beliefs 221, 223
– inclusion 132–135
immigrant(s) 35, 59, 60, 61, 70, 77, 78,

80–84, 86, 91, 93, 94, 134, 152, 178,
208, 238, 312, 313, 354, 358, 397

immigration 29, 59, 60, 77, 78, 80–82,
86–89, 95, 96, 193, 312, 354, 355, 358

indigenous 8, 34, 35, 37–39, 77, 87, 93–96,
115, 117, 118, 130, 177, 208, 399

Information and Communication Technology
(ICT) 241, 242

input 31, 152, 167, 175, 186, 187, 188, 205,
207–209, 211–213, 216, 217, 219, 222,
223, 230, 237, 254, 255, 257, 260, 261,
267, 280, 285, 308, 376, 387

intelligibility 8, 16, 21, 22, 151, 153–163, 165,
167, 405

interference 185, 259, 285, 306, 307,
326–327, 353, 385, 386, 387, 389

interlanguage 10, 329

knowledge 2, 14, 24, 37, 68, 119, 123, 126,
136, 150, 163–165, 193, 211, 219, 242,
256, 257, 261, 266, 268, 276, 279, 282,
286–288, 303, 304, 310, 316, 318,
325–329, 339, 341, 342, 368, 382, 399,
403–405

– metacognitive 292, 341, 403
– metalinguistic 268, 339, 341

LAILA (linguistic awareness in language
attrition) 286, 289, 290

language(s) 1–4, 7–24, 27–45, 51–70,
77–80, 82–96, 103–119, 123–143,
149–167, 175–180, 182–197, 205–223,
229–245, 253–261, 263–268, 275–292,
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299–321, 325–337, 339–342, 351–356,
358–362, 375–390, 397–407

– additional (AL) 2, 57, 65, 208, 253–268,
275, 279, 301, 310, 311, 312, 314, 335,
340, 360, 377, 388, 400

– attitude(s) 32, 38, 161, 162, 289 (see also
attitude)

– choice 59, 117, 125, 126, 131, 150, 187,
205–211, 223, 230, 234, 236, 238, 240,
404

– contact 39, 42, 110, 124–125, 128–143,
176, 216–220, 223, 277, 278, 289, 292,
325, 326, 333, 343, 399

– control 375, 378, 379, 385–389
– development 54, 175, 187, 205, 206, 213,

216, 230, 232, 235, 245, 268, 276, 279,
280, 282, 291, 292, 332, 333, 398, 406

– distance/distant 8, 330, 331, 377, 379,
407

– dual 89, 90–92, 304, 385, 386, 387
– foreign (FL) 7, 9–11, 16, 51–53, 55, 56,

63–68, 88, 91, 95, 137, 149, 167, 278,
287, 289, 290, 299, 300, 307, 311, 329,
330, 334, 336, 341, 401

– heritage 88, 91, 92, 94–96, 117, 134, 142,
188, 194, 196, 208, 209, 217, 218, 220,
222, 223, 230, 234–241, 243, 318, 400,
404

– home 2, 32, 33, 60, 68, 78–80, 82, 90,
188, 193, 207, 208, 209, 214, 215, 216,
217, 222, 223, 235, 236, 244, 259

– hybrid 180
– immigrant 52, 59–62, 68, 85, 92–94, 96
– indigenous 34, 37, 38, 77, 87, 95, 115, 118,

130
– maintenance 37, 126, 129, 142, 212, 217,

219, 230–237, 275, 281, 283–285, 288,
292, 335, 337, 343, 404

– majority 60, 132, 142, 197, 206, 208, 212,
213, 220, 221, 223, 240, 300, 330, 401

– minority 37, 38, 52, 58–59, 62, 86, 110,
133, 197, 206, 207, 208, 209,
211–213, 216–223, 230, 235, 236,
300, 330, 401

– mixing 110, 127, 129, 182, 187, 196, 243,
328

– mode 126, 127, 166, 278

– native 38, 87, 89, 91, 137, 149–151, 162,
164, 165, 167, 206, 207, 216, 220, 221,
222, 285, 302, 307, 380

– official 18, 22, 28, 29, 31, 34, 35, 41, 42,
52–56, 61, 62, 77, 82, 85, 87, 92, 93,
96, 104, 105, 129, 130, 209, 240, 288,
290, 354, 397, 401

– planning 27, 114, 152, 229, 230, 245
– policy/policies 28, 29, 31, 35, 42, 51, 52,

53, 61, 63, 66, 68, 70, 86, 87, 93, 94,
129, 130, 152, 166–167, 220, 229–231,
233–236

– practice(s) 2, 104, 131, 133, 175, 214,
229–245, 390, 402, 403

– previous (PL) 3, 254–257, 259, 261, 262,
264–266, 268, 317, 320, 326

– processing 2, 184, 311, 320, 375–390, 401,
406

– proficiency 59, 79, 133, 276, 280, 283,
287, 332, 340, 353–356, 359, 361, 366,
369

– representation 376, 377–379, 381, 383,
387

– shift 37, 44, 94, 110–111, 113–115, 129,
234, 237, 241, 244, 276, 284, 400, 401

– sign 94, 175–178, 180, 184, 187–193, 196,
197, 402, 403

– signed 175, 176, 178, 180, 182, 193
– socialization 229, 232, 234, 400
– societal 59, 206, 207, 210, 212, 213, 216,

217, 222, 232, 400, 401
– spoken 2, 3, 28, 30–32, 84, 116, 175,

176–180, 182–190, 193–195, 233–237,
240, 313, 402–403

– target 65, 69, 92, 137, 265, 326, 327,
329–331, 384

– usage/use 2, 28, 29, 38, 43, 45, 108, 112,
115, 116, 117, 129, 132, 138, 141, 162,
175, 207–209, 213, 215, 217, 220, 221,
229–233, 237, 238–240, 254, 277, 278,
283, 341, 351, 352, 354–356, 366, 367,
368, 377, 378, 385, 398, 401, 402, 403,
406

– world 90, 91
language learning 2, 10, 53, 61, 63, 66, 68,

132, 137, 138, 150, 160, 223, 230,
232–234, 235, 241–244, 258, 281, 282,
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287, 292, 299–321, 325, 329, 335, 336,
337, 341, 342, 343, 368, 390, 399–401,
404–407

– facilitated 299–321
– novel 53, 299–314, 317, 318, 319, 320, 406
lingua franca 21, 28, 30, 33, 37, 38, 41, 44,

108, 114, 149, 151, 164, 165, 166, 193,
206, 221, 397, 401, 404

linguistic 1, 2, 7–14, 16, 18, 19, 21, 24, 27,
28, 34, 44, 52–54, 59, 60, 62–64, 66,
69, 77, 85, 86–95, 103, 105, 110, 111,
113, 117, 118, 123–126, 128, 129,
131–137, 139, 141–143, 149–153,
155–167, 175, 178, 180–184, 193, 194,
196, 197, 207, 213, 215, 219, 222,
229–231, 237, 238, 240–241, 253, 254,
257, 259, 263, 264, 266, 267, 268, 275,
276, 277, 278, 281, 288, 290, 292, 299,
300, 302, 303, 308, 310, 311, 317, 318,
328, 330, 333, 335, 339, 341, 376, 397,
399, 401, 403, 404, 405

literacy 3, 69, 110, 115, 116, 117, 119, 128,
135, 136, 139–141, 151, 154, 163, 177,
178, 219–220, 223, 229, 235–236,
241–243, 253, 254, 258, 265–267, 277,
301, 309, 311–314, 316–320, 332–333,
351, 355, 400–402, 404, 405

– biliteracy 32, 309, 313, 317
– digital 242, 243, 404
– home 235
– learning 242, 312, 313, 316, 317, 320
– multilingual 52, 332, 337, 340–341, 343

(see also multiliteracy)
– syncretic 267, 405
literate 13, 16, 140, 163, 266, 286, 314, 317,

355, 404
– biliterates 31, 32, 140, 266, 267, 309, 310,

313
– triliterates 266, 267
LME (language maintenance

effort) 283–285, 288

media 10, 17, 31, 32, 44, 58, 103, 105,
107, 113, 115, 117, 131, 162,
219–220, 237–241, 244, 245, 402

metalinguistic 17, 113, 131, 164, 167, 255,
257, 260, 268, 281, 283, 287, 289, 290,

291, 292, 299, 308, 312, 317, 325, 329,
332, 334–336, 337, 339, 340, 341, 343,
399, 406

migrant(s) 60, 69, 70, 81, 82, 117, 232, 233,
238, 239, 241, 242, 243,
244, 278

migration 3, 4, 51, 59, 110, 117, 123, 131, 133,
134, 141, 142, 175, 229, 229, 234,
238, 285, 397, 402,
403

mobility 30, 32, 35, 37, 41, 118, 142, 152,
223, 229, 237, 401, 407

– elite 142
– global 142
– hypermobility 237
modality/modalities 136, 140, 143, 160, 175,

176, 180, 181, 182, 184, 186, 188, 189,
190, 191, 196, 237, 238, 240–241, 254,
397, 402, 403, 406

– bimodality 196, 402
– effects 176, 189
mode-finding 186
monoglossic 398, 407
monolingual(ism) 7, 28, 29, 41, 52, 55, 111,

117, 118, 123, 126, 127, 128, 130,
133–137, 140, 141, 143, 150, 165, 178,
185, 186, 216, 218, 223, 234, 257, 258,
261, 262, 265, 280, 281, 299–314, 316,
318, 325, 333, 334, 337, 339, 342, 343,
351, 352, 356, 358, 366, 367, 368, 376,
378, 379, 381, 385, 386, 388, 397, 398,
401, 403, 406

multi-competence 278, 326
multidisciplinary 1–4, 179–188
multilingual 1–4, 7–24, 27–45, 51–71,

77–96, 103–119, 123–143, 149–168,
175–197, 205–224, 229–245, 253–269,
275–292, 299–321, 325–344, 351–370,
375–390, 397–408

– child(ren) 3, 129, 133, 194, 205, 206, 208,
214, 216, 219, 221–224, 253–255, 257,
259, 262, 269, 305, 333, 400, 401, 404

– classrooms 129, 137
– education 80, 91, 92, 94, 95, 136, 137
– language use 4, 355, 401
– learners 92, 254, 257, 260, 269, 308, 320,

325, 335, 340–342
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– participants 253, 262, 355, 370, 381,
383

multilingual(s)
– bimodal 178, 388
– Deaf 178, 179
– Emergent 140, 341
multilingualism 1–4, 7–24, 27–45, 51–71,

77–96, 149–168, 175–197, 205–224,
253–269, 351–370, 375, 376, 378–381,
383–385, 388, 390, 397–408

– active 206–217, 222
– childhood 3, 205–224
– national 52, 54, 56, 57
– passive 207, 214, 339
– receptive 3, 149, 153–155, 166, 167, 207,

208, 400, 401
– regional 52, 54, 57
multiliteracy/multiliteracies 130, 135, 136,

139, 310, 313, 314
multimodal 95, 128, 136, 179, 194, 235, 403
mutually intelligible 2, 57, 149–151, 153,

166

native 11, 13, 20, 24, 37, 38, 40, 60, 87, 89,
90, 91, 104, 137, 149–151, 162, 164, 167,
177, 178, 193, 206, 207, 215, 216, 218,
220–222, 255, 259, 260, 265, 280, 282,
285, 302, 304, 305, 307, 311, 339, 358,
380, 381

neurobiology 376
neuroimaging 2, 383, 384, 406
neurolinguistic(s) 1, 2, 180, 277, 375, 378,

380, 383, 390, 406
neuroscience 184, 407
non(-)native 11, 178, 221, 282, 301, 302, 305,

310, 328–331, 333, 380

OPOL (one person one language) 206, 207,
214–216, 222, 230, 232, 400

para(-)linguistic 139, 141, 158, 159, 165, 258
peer(s) 32, 94, 134, 159, 205, 241, 257, 258,

260, 264, 265, 304, 342
personality 160, 162, 205, 211, 213, 223
plurilingual(ism) 52, 53, 61, 68, 70, 77, 83,

86, 87, 91, 95, 96, 149, 164

prestige 10, 28, 31, 33, 35, 45, 107, 111, 113,
117, 161, 221

proficiency 10, 11, 14, 30, 32, 36–38, 57, 59,
60, 79, 80, 83, 88–91, 123, 126, 133,
149, 150, 162, 164, 177, 187, 193, 194,
212, 255, 257, 260, 275, 276, 280–285,
287, 289, 290, 292, 300, 307, 309,
311–313, 319, 320, 328, 330–334, 340,
352–359, 361, 362, 365–367, 377–381,
387, 389, 390, 399, 405, 406

psycholinguistic 1, 2, 53, 125, 126, 129, 135,
180, 184, 185, 191, 230, 277, 282–284,
327, 406

psychotypology 256, 328, 330, 331

receptive 3, 149–168, 207, 208, 210, 214,
261, 262, 278, 287, 288, 291, 400,
401

receptive multilingualism (RM) 3, 149–168,
207, 208, 400, 401

– acquired 150, 155
– inherent 150, 155
refugee(s) 59, 60, 69–71, 81, 82, 91,

142

sibling(s) 205, 208, 214, 216, 219, 234, 236,
242, 259, 286

sign(ing) 2, 37, 53, 58, 68, 110, 117, 136, 139,
140, 175–197, 259, 286, 288–290, 333,
400–404

– bimodal 2, 180
– unimodal 189–191, 196
SLA (second language acquisition) 1, 52,

164, 279, 325–327, 329
strategy/strategies 9, 20, 33, 64, 113, 124,

125, 130, 137, 139, 141, 164, 165, 167,
187, 189, 192, 195, 205, 207, 209–211,
213, 215, 216, 230, 237, 239, 258, 262,
264, 265, 268, 291, 292, 301, 305–309,
312, 316, 317, 332, 335, 336, 341–343,
402, 403

switching 104, 124, 184, 185, 191, 196, 216,
353, 355, 356, 359, 361, 362, 365,
367–370, 383, 386–388

– language 216, 353, 355, 359, 361, 362,
365, 367–369, 383, 387, 388
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– metaphorical 125
– situational 125

technology 36, 140, 141, 143, 231, 237, 239,
243, 244, 402

– digital 139
– information 402
TLA (third or additional language

acquisition) 275, 279, 325, 327,
329–331, 336, 337, 343

transcultural 2, 3, 118, 229–231, 233, 237,
242, 245

transfer 3, 124, 126, 256, 257, 262, 264, 265,
285, 286, 301, 304–307, 310, 313, 314,
316–319, 326–332, 335, 336, 342, 343,
403

– cross(-)linguistic 256, 257
– interlanguage 329
– negative 257

– positive 257, 326
– semantic 262
translanguaging 128, 129, 134, 138, 142,

189, 193, 194, 196, 215, 216, 230, 235,
244, 257, 258, 403, 404

trilingual(ism) 28, 31, 32, 44, 52, 53, 57, 91,
92, 124, 127, 130, 133, 134, 195,
206–208, 210–214, 218, 221, 259, 280,
325, 330, 332, 340, 368, 380, 387

– active 210, 212
– passive 207, 214
– receptive 210, 211
typology 256, 310, 311, 328, 330–332, 342

vernacular 33–36, 38, 40–44, 92, 104–106,
108, 109, 111, 117–119

vocabulary 64, 156, 159, 160, 162, 186, 210,
211, 219, 257, 261–263, 265, 287, 299,
301, 304–307, 309, 314, 318, 319, 332

Index of Key Words 415

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:45 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Index of Languages / Language Families
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