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Language learning: two diverging narratives

Narrative 1:

 Socio-cultural insight

 Metalinguistic insight

 Cognition beyond language
 Across the lifespan…

 Incl. stroke & dementia

=> Healthy Linguistic Diet

Narrative 2:

 Difficult / hard

 Superfluous (AI)

 Decrease in language learning

 Language death



Healthy Linguistic Diet - 2017

Healthy diet metaphor
Education & Healthy ageing

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 & Mehmedbegovic 2017, Language, Society & Policy
Mehmedbegovic & Bak, 2017, Eur J of Language Policy



Language learning 
as an essential part of education

 Europe: 
 Latin & Greek (+ Hebrew)

 Alfonso El Sabio: Spanish & Portuguese

 French, German & English

 Islamic World: 
 Arabic & Persian

 India:
 Sanskrit & Pali

 Persian & English



Language learning: a dangerous waste of time



The limited resources metaphor

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

“We have only 2GB of memory in our brain”

Lee Kwan Yew, former PM of Singapore



Instrumental approach to language learning

 English is enough

If unavoidable:

 Business: Chinese

 Leisure: Spanish

Low status of:

 Small & minority languages

 Immigrant languages



From instrumental to existential approach
to language learning

Away from:
Languages as lists of words

The ideal of ease & speed

The ideal of the native speaker

Languages as worlds & perspectives

Towards the vision of languages as:
Mental exercise & transferable skills

Shared experience

Discovery & adventure



Different perspectives - same events?

English: “I missed the train”

German: “Ich habe den Zug verpasst”

Vs.

Polish: “Pociąg mi uciekł”

Spanish: “Se me ha huido el tren”

Polish: “Zmarła mu matka”

Spanish: “Se le ha muerto la madre”

Vs.

English: “His mother died”

French: “ Aujourd’hui maman est morte”

English: “How are you?”

Vs.

Polish: “Jak się masz?” vs. “Co słychać?”



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



“Is fheàrr Gàidhlig bhriste na Gàidhlig sa chiste”



Monolingualism in action



What’s that? Dog

 Hund

 Pies

 Perro

 Chien

 Gos



PIES



Turku: Kauppa Tori



Kauppa & Tori
across Europe



Neuroscience of language in 1980’s

The modular vision of brain & language: 

Fodor 1983
 “informationally encapsulated” modules

Deterministic, 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?



From modules to networks

 Technology:
 Machine learning, pathology & neuroimaging 

 The rise of social cognition

 Re-contextualising Linguistics
 From Green 1998 to Green & Abutalebi 2013 

 Increasing role of linguistic environment
 => Sociolinguistic variables relevant for cognition:

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



Monolingualism & cognitive processes 
Metalinguistic knowledge

 Metalinguistic knowledge
 Different words mapping the world
 Different ways of interpreting the world
 Regular correspondences between languages
 The arbitrariness of written language

 “Wer fremde Sprachen nicht kennt, weiss nichts von seiner 
eignen” Goethe 1833

 Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky (5 Nov 1896 – 11 June 1934)



Vygotsky 1934



From handicap to benefit

 Early 20th Century: bilingualism considered as a burden

 Peal & Lambert 1962 (Montreal)

 1980-90’s: Bilingualism in children:
 Metalinguistic skills

 Social cognition

 Executive functions

 2004 Older participants

 2007 Dementia: ”Cognitive reserve”



Alladi, Bak et al 2013, Neurology
Alladi et al 2017, Neuropsychologia
Ramakrishnan et al 2017, Dementia

 Why Hyderabad?
 Bilingualism common, old, not associated with migration
 Excellent clinical services, multilingual tests & staff

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

 Age of onset of Mild Cognitive Impairment (MCI): 
 Bilingualism: 7.4 years
 Education: 3.6 years



Alladi et al, Stroke 2016
Paplikar et al, Aphasiology 2018

 608 stroke patients (58% bilingual)

 Difference in lifestyle/risk factors => later age of stroke
 Difference in cognitive reserve => different outcome

 Results: age at stroke: 56 vs. 56.5 years
 Outcome: Monolingual: Bilingual:

 Normal cognition 19.6% 40.4%
 Vasc Dementia/MCI 68.7% 49.0%
 Aphasia 11.8% 10.5%

 Global aphasia: 58.6% 17.9%



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

 Addressing the issue of reverse causality…
 …through the Lothian Birth Cohort 1936

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

 262/853  “able to communicate in L2”

 Specific effects of bilingualism:
Reading (NART), verbal fluency, general IQ
Simon Test - independent of Ch-IQ
Faux pas test (social cognition) - dependent on Ch-IQ



Language Learning & Cognition

 Test of Everyday Attention (TEA):
 Clinically valid, auditory, non-verbal, no ceiling/practice effects

 Attention switching in Edinburgh students:
 Languages vs humanities
 Year 1 (initial) vs. Year 4 (final)
Vega-Mendoza et al, Cognition, 2015

 Intensive Gaelic Course (one week), Sabhal Mor Ostaig:
 Improvement in attention switching in all age groups (18-85y.)
 Persisting in those who practice >5 hrs/week
Bak et al, PLoS 2016, Long et al, Bilingualism: Lang&Cogn, 2019



The dynamics of language across the lifespan 

 Language familiarity noticeable already before birth

 Language use dependent on:
 Interlocutors, topics, context

 Switching/mixing

 Mobility & migration

 Language needs cultivation

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



Lingo Flamingo

 A social enterprise founded in Glasgow by Robbie Norval

 Offering language classes 
 To healthy elderly

 To patients with dementia 

 Counteracting loneliness & low self-esteem



The dominance of English as colonial legacy

 The paradox of decolonisation
 Rising interest in the topic
 Movement to English only

 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



Individual choice & environment

 Individual choice
 Never too late!

 Presence of languages
 Linguistic landscapes

 Resources (book, internet)

 Communities

 Attitudes & believes
 Perceived value of languages

 Encouragement



Healthy Linguistic Diet – Extended Model 2025

https://healthylinguisticdiet.com/bali-hld-model-launching-on-the-international-day-of-multilingualism-27-3-2025/

European Journal of Language Policy (in press) & Language, Society & Policy (under review) 


