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Language learning: two diverging narratives

Narrative 1: SPECWOR
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m Metalinguistic insight
Kristina Murkett

m Cognition beyond language

Why kids won’t learn languages

= Across the lifespan...

m Incl. stroke & dementia

—> Healt by LngUjS tic Diet [ fear t‘he ans.wer w-fhy chi-ldren are abanfioning languages is
worryingly simple: learning a language is hard. It requires
signiﬁcant time, consistent practice, problem—solving,
confidence, commitment, self-discipline, and, of course, sharp
memory. There’s no doubt that the rigorous cognitive load

) involved is good for the brain: it builds curiosity, teaches
| leﬁCU.lt / har d humility, slows down mental decline, makes you better at

m Superfluous (Al

= Decrease in language learning

multitasking and decision-making, and improves your
understanding of your native tongue by drawing your focus to

the mechanics of language.

Yet, sadly, I am just not sure today’s pupils or schools are up for

— Language death

the challenge. Languages have a reputation for being risky,




Healthy Linguistic Diet - 2017

Healthy diet metaphor
Education & Healthy ageing
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Limited resources models

“Chest of drawers” analogy
Strict, static localisation

Competition for space

Added value models

Interactive (more than the sum of the ingredients)

Dynamic localisation, neuroplasticity

Emphasis on learning & adaptation

Bak & Mebhmedbegovic 2017, 1anguage, Society & Policy
Mehmedbegovic & Bak, 2017, Eur | of Language Policy




Language learning
as an essential part of education

m Hurope:
m [atin & Greek (+ Hebrew)

w _Alfonso El Sabio: Spanish & Portuguese
m French, German & English

m [slamic World:

m Arabic & Persian
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Language learning: a dangerous waste of time

MaitlOnline

Home L. 1 U.S. | Sport | TV&Showbiz | Australia | Femail | Health | Science | Money | Video | Travel | DailyMail TV
Latest Headlines | Royal Family | News | World News | Arts | Headlines | France | Most read | Wires | Discounts

Vos courses ol vous voulez
Carrefour.fr (» e JE FONCE

The ’Gclcgmplj HOME NEWS SP(

Doctors give pupils sick notes to duck Ed (;
- - ']
French and German lessons amid fears aucatuon
the stress Of Iearning a Second Primary Secondary University League tables Clearing

language is harming their mental o
health Education

Children find foreign languages so
. ;hefth'?mei:g I‘he ‘I"f’t_"e"‘:"‘;f‘:'hig" “::e"‘"g 'e:'fv °1‘°:‘:°"fa'°a;l stressful they are being signed off by a
* FUplis are being whnoilesale signea o ecause the subjectis make them unwe Y e " 7R g AR
« Children are being made 'anxious' by compulsory language lessons (’P’ hL ddt(' d('h( s t()ld

Hw

Save 140

P ~2 N A
\ f share L J .B:f




The limited resources metaphot

“Of course it’s nice to have a second language but I don’t
believe this science twaddle for one second. The

can only contain a finite amount of information and as
English speakers we are fortunate not to need a secondary
language. That space is much better utilised for science,

history and our rich culture.”
Daily Mail, 02/06/2014

29

“We have only 2GB of memory in
Lee Kwan Y ew, former PM of Singapore




Instrumental approach to language learning
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= English is enough

If unavoidable:

B Business: Chinese

m [eisure: Spanish
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® Small & minority languages

®m Immigrant languages



From instrumental to existential approach

to language learning

Away from:

m] anguages as lists of words
m'The ideal of ease & speed

m'The ideal of the native speaker

Languages as wotlds & petrspectives

Towards the vision of languages as:

mMental exercise & transferable skills

mShared experience

mDiscovery & adventure




Different perspectives - same events?

English: “I missed the train”
German: “Ich habe den Zug verpasst”

Vs.
“Pociag mi uciek!”
“Se me ha huido el tren”
“Zmarta mu matka”
“Se le ha muerto la madre”
Vs.

English: “His mother died”

French: *“ Aujourd’hui maman est morte”

BONJOUR

@@l’d

b0,

: “Jak si¢ maszrP” vs. “Co stychac?” MERHABA @

ﬂzﬁ? SALVE

English: “How are your”
Vs.




The best things in life are not fast, easy & effortless..

|




“Is thearr Gaidhlig bhriste na Gaidhlig sa chiste”




Monolingualism 1n action




Hund

Pies

Perro

Chien

Gos

What’s that?
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Neuroscience of language in 1980°s

The vision of brain & language:
mFodor 1983

m “nformationally encapsulated’ modules

THE MODULARITY
OF MIND

Jerry A. Fodor

mDeterministic, static, with limited resources

= Difficulty explaining change (incl. recovery)
— Questioned by compensation theories

— The topic of my PhD

= Difficulty accommodating multilingualism:

—Same or New modules? One module with submodules?




y Press 2018. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative
permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided

From mO dule S tO ne tWOrkS :;rom Bilingualism to

Bilingualisms: Bilingual
experience in Edinburgh and

chology & Language Sciences, The

Singapore affects attentional
control differently

che chology & Language Sciences, The
Ini
. [ ] i osophy, Psychology & Language Sciences, The
S/ . Iniversity of Edinburgh

® Machine learning, pathology & neuroimaging

m The rise of social cognition

Figure 1. The regulation of the bilingual lexico-semantic

system displaying multipk levels of control. ACC/pre-SMA ‘__\
Right IFC

Left IFC/PFC +—> parietal
cortex

m Re-contextualising Linguistics
m From Green 1998 to Green & Abutalebi 2013
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m Increasing role of linguistic environment
m => Sociolinguistic variables relevant for cognition:

m Proficiency, AoA, changing patterns of use, code-switching




Monolingualism & cognitive processes
Metalinguistic knowledge

m Metalinguistic knowledge
m Different words mapping the world
m Different ways of interpreting the world
m Regular correspondences between languages

m The arbitrariness of written language

m “Wer fremde Sprachen nicht kennt, weiss nichts von seiner

eignen” Goethe 1833

m [ev Semyonovich Vygotsky (5 Nov 1896 — 11 June 1934)




bipayceHHemM MOHATHA., MOJKHO CKa3aTh, 4TO YCBOCHHE WHOCTPAHHOIO
AI3RIKA TAK YKE TTOABIMAET Ha BHICIIYIO CTYIICHD POAHYIO peub pebeHKa, Kak
'CBOEHME Qredphl IOAMMALT HR BHICHIYIO CTYIICHD aPHPMETHYECKOE Mbilil-
JIEHHE, TIO3BOJIAST MOHATH BCAKYI0 aPUPMETHUCCKYH) oIlepaniio, KaK yact-
HBlit ciyuad anrebpaunuccroii, 1apast Goaee crofoanblit, aGcTpakTHBIHA H
of00NIeHHbIH, @ TeM campim Gonee rayGokuil n GoraThin B3rnsn Ha onepa-
[MH € KOHKPETHBIMH KOJMYeCTBaMU., TaK Ke Kax ajredpa oCBODOIKIAET
MBICIb PefeHKa W3 NIeHA KOHKPETHRIX YUCIOBMX IABRUCHMOCTEU W M0 AbI-
MACT €ro 10 VpoBHA Haulosee 0H0OIIEHHOW MBICJIH, TAK TOYHO YCBOCHME
HHOCTPAHHOI'O SIBBIKA APYFMMH COBEPHIEHHO NMyTAMH 0CBOOOXKRACT peye-

710 MBICTE pe0eHKA M3 [JIEHA KOHKPETHLIX SI3LIKOBBIX (DOPM W SIBJIEHMIL.

expressing ideas. Learning a foreign language raises the level of the child’s native
speech in much the same way that learning algebra raises the level of his arithmetic
thinking. By leaming algebra. the child comes to understand arithmetic operations as
particular instantiations of algebraic operations. This gives the child a freer, more
abstract and generalized view of his operations with concrete quantities. Just as
algebra frees the child’s thought from the grasp of concrete numerical relations and
raises it to the level of more abstract thought, learning a foreign language frees the
child’s verbal thought from the grasp of concrete linguistic forms and phenomena.

Vygotsky 1954




From handicap to benefit

m Farly 20th Century: bilingualism considered as a burden

m Peal & Lambert 1962 (Montreal)

m 1980-90’s: Bilingualism 1n children:
= Metalinguistic skills
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Whaole No. 346, 1962

Psychological Monographs: General and Applied

THE RELATION OF BILINGU

LISM TO INTELLIGENCE

ELIZABETH PEAL axp WALLACE E. LAMBERT

McGill University

YCHOLOGISTS and
ondered whether bilingu:
intellectual functionin; o arly as the
1920s when Sacr (1923) and Smith (1923)
rted research on the topic. Numerous
ince then have attempted to determine
monolingual and bilingual young
differ in intelligence as m

= Social cognition

®m FExecutive functions

m 2004 Older participants

m 2007 Dementia: ” Cognitive reserve”

which should be taken into account when the
effect of bilingualism on intelligence is ex-
amined.

In the design typically used, where two
groups of subjects are being compared on in-
telligence, it is nece y to match the groups
on as many features known or suspected to
correlate with intelligen s possible so that
the difierence between the groups, if any, may
be attributed to lingual
requires a clear definition of mon

(i pous i) Orde I 0e




Alladi, Bak et al 2013, Neurology
Alladi et al 2017, Neuropsychologia b 0l |
Ramakrishnan et al 2017, Dementia sEGUMPET B
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m Why Hyderabad?

= Bilingualism common, old, not associated with migration

= Excellent clinical services, multilingual tests & statf

m Results in 648 patients (60% bilingual)
m 4 years delay (6y. in illiterates!, n > 150)
m FTD > AD/VascD > DLB

m Age of onset of Mild Cognitive Impairment (MCI):
m Bilingualism: 7.4 years

m FEducation: 3.6 years




Alladi et al, Stroke 2016 o
Paplikar et al, Aphasiology 2018 S EEEaSSESE R

m 608 stroke patients (58% bilingual)

m Difference in lifestyle/risk factors => later age of stroke

m Difference in cognitive reserve => different outcome

m Results: age at stroke: 56 vs. 56.5 years

® Outcome: Monolingual: Bilingual:
= Normal cognition 19.6% 40.4%o
m Vasc Dementia/MCI  68.7% 49.0%
= Aphasia 11.8% 10.5%

m Global aphasia: 58.6% 17.9%




Bak et al 2014, Annals of Neurology
Cox et al 2016, Neuropsychologia

m Addressing the issue of reverse causality...

m ...through the Lothian Birth Cohort 1936

m Comparing performance age 11y. vs. age 70+y.

B 262/853 “able to communicate in 1.2”

m Specific effects of bilingualism:
mReading (NART), verbal fluency, general 1QQ
mSimon Test - independent of Ch-1Q
m[Faux pas test (soclal cognition) - dependent on Ch-1Q) £ 2k
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Language Learning & Cognition
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m Test of Everyday Attention (TEA):

= Clinically valid, auditory, non-verbal, no ceiling/practice effects

m Attention switching in Edinburgh students:

= [anguages vs humanities

® Year 1 (initial) vs. Year 4 (final)
Vega-Mendoza et al, Cognition, 2015

m Intensive Gaelic Course (one week), Sabhal Mor Ostaig:
= Improvement in attention switching in all age groups (18-85y.)

m Persisting in those who practice >5 hrs/week
Bak et al, PI.oS 2016, Long et al, Biiingualism: 1.ange>Cogn, 2019




The dynamics of language across the lifespan

m [anguage familiarity noticeable already before birth

m [anguage use dependent on:
m Interlocutors, topics, context
m Switching/mixing

= Mobility & migration
m [anguage needs cultivation

m Changing dominance & patterns of use
De Bruin et al 2016




Lingo Flamingo

m A social enterprise founded in Glasgow by Robbie Norval

m Offering language classes
= To healthy elderly

= To patients with dementia




The dominance of English as colonial legacy

The paradox of decolonisation

= Rising interest in the topic o sune STRAD
= Movement to English only d ® w

HELLO
Xin chido

VERHABA oD,

The importance of the default

= Multilingualism as lip service
= Monolingual pride

Translation as solution?

= What gets translated?
= (biased filtering)
= How is it translated?

Language as world interpretation

m

IMPRISONED |\

NGLIS

ANNA WIERZBICKA




Individual choice & environment

m Individual choice L

® Never too late!

m Presence of languages
= Linguistic landscapes
= Resources (book, internet)

m Communities

m Perceived value of languages

O Encouragement




Healthy Linguistic Diet — Extended Model 2025

Linguistic Diet Sanus Linguaticus Diet Gesunde Sprachliche Ernahrung Zdrava Jezicna Dijeta Diet Linguistik Sehat Healthy Linguistic Diet Sanus Linguaticus Diet Gesunde Sprachliche Erndhrung
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Competence Plurilingualism

© Dina Mehmedbegovic-Smith & Thomas H. Bak, Healthy Linguistic Diet, 2025
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European Journal of Iangnage Policy (in press) & Langnage, Society & Policy (under review)




