
   

 

 

 

Dear friends, 

  

 We hope you’ll enjoy reading this Winter/Spring 2019 issue of our Bilingualism Matters newsletter. For this 

issue, we’ve selected the theme “Bilingualism in the US: Language and Beyond”.   We drew our inspiration from a 

special contribution by bilingualism expert Dr. Giuli Dussias, titled “On the myths surrounding bilingualism” (pgs. 2-3). 

This piece is chock-full of research and information to directly address common misconceptions about the impact of 

bilingualism on individuals and in society.  

 To complement Giuli’s keynote piece, we provide a research summary on the question of whether children are 

confused by hearing different languages (p. 4) (spoiler alert: they’re not!). We also include a series of  fun facts about 

dual-language education models, both in the US and beyond (p. 6). Our featured partner this issue is Dr. Rena Torres 

Cacoullous (p. 5), whose work  with bilingual communities in New Mexico has transformed our understanding of how 

bilinguals switch back and forth between their two languages.  

 We think there is something in here for everyone, and we hope you’ll enjoy this latest installment.  We 

encourage you to write to us with your thoughts, questions, and requests for information.  The more we hear from 

you, the better we are at translating research findings to support our multilingual communities, so please do not 

hesitate to get in touch! 

 

Sincerely, 

Frances Blanchette (fkb1@psu.edu), Lindsey Chandler, Amanda Eads, Amy Lebkuecher, Lindsey Ma, and  

Katy VanAmburg 
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On the Myths Surrounding Bilingualism*  

By Dr. Paola E. Dussias 

 
 Although most of the world is multilingual, the use of two or more languages in the United States has 

historically been viewed as a complicating factor, and has been confounded with negative attitudes towards 

immigration and cultural diversity. Those attitudes have created a great deal of mythology surrounding second 

language learning and language use. Among these is the belief that acquiring a second language as an adult can only 

be accomplished successfully by the few who possess a special talent for language learning. Likewise, although young 

children appear to be able to acquire multiple languages easily, there has been an assumption that introducing a 

second language “too” early during infancy will produce confusion. There has also been an assumption that 

codeswitching is a sign of pathology or incomplete language ability. The attitudes that have shaped the views of 

multilingualism in the United States have not only affected public perceptions, but also those of educators, health 

providers, and scientists. However, the assumptions and attitudes that have been prevalent historically have been 

turned around; we have come to see that assumptions about the dangers of multilingualism are simply mythology. 

Indeed, for language scientists, the multilingual speaker is now seen as a model for understanding the way that 

language experience shapes the mind and the brain. A set of research discoveries in the last two decades provides 

compelling evidence for the need to reverse the false beliefs about multilingualism.  

  

 So what have we learned? We now know that far from 

 being a complication, multilingualism provides benefits to 

 individuals at all points along the lifespan, from the 

 youngest infants and children, to young adults, and to 

 older adults facing cognitive decline. Young babies are not 

 confused by hearing two or more languages; rather, they 

 develop an exquisite ability to discriminate the languages 

 they hear and learn to be more open to new language 

 learning than their monolingually exposed counterparts.  

 
       Dr. Dussias discusses her research, using eye tracking methods, with 

   a student at the Liberal Arts Undergraduate Festival in September 2018. 

 

Adult learners who are well past early childhood have been shown to be able to acquire sensitivity to the grammar of a 

second language despite their age. And codeswitching, which is a common feature of bilingual discourse in some 

communities, is not only rule governed but it also reflects a sophisticated cognitive strategy that enables listeners to 

exploit the features of bilingual speech as speech is produced.  

 We also now know that there is greater plasticity throughout the lifespan than previously understood. 

Contrary to the view that the brain evolved to speak one language only, the evidence suggests that two or more 

languages co-exist in the same brain networks, each language activating the other even when only one of the 

languages is in use. We might think that the engagement of all known languages would impose a terrible burden on 

bilingual and multilingual speakers, but recent studies demonstrate that while there may be some small disadvantages 

with respect to speed, those disadvantages are far outweighed by what bilinguals and multilinguals learn about how to 

control potential competition across the two or more languages.  
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The claim in the recent studies is that this ability to control potential competition across the two or more languages 

creates consequences more generally for bilinguals and multilinguals that enhances the ability to ignore irrelevant 

information, to switch from one task to another, and to resolve conflict across different alternatives. These  

consequences may be most apparent at the two ends of life; that is, for the youngest babies and children and for  

aging adults.  

 One striking finding is that the interactivity of the networks that support all of the known languages comes to 

affect the native language as well. The native language of a bilingual or multilingual speaker differs from the native 

language of a monolingual speaker, reflecting the influence of the second or third language on the first. What is re-

markable is that these bidirectional influences can be seen at every level of language use, from the way speech is  

perceived and spoken, to the way that grammar is processed, and to the way we choose words to describe our  

perceptual experience.  

 An even more striking finding is that changes to the native language have been observed in second language 

learners at the earliest moments of new learning. The native language of second language learners is no longer like 

the native language of the monolingual speaker. One might think that these changes to the native language are a  

negative consequence of new language learning. However, that view fails to account for the variation that is normally 

seen even among monolingual speakers themselves. Most Americans accept the idea that people living in the South 

will speak with a different accent than people living in the Northeast or Midwest. Not all monolinguals are the same, 

and recent studies have begun to identify the ways that monolingual speakers of the same native language may differ 

from one another.  

 The findings reviewed here suggests that multilingualism provides exceptional consequences across the 

lifespan that reach far beyond the benefits of having two languages available for communicative purposes. Having 

two languages will of course enhance opportunities for social interaction, for economic advancement, and for in-

creasing intercultural understanding. But being bilingual or multilingual also changes the mind and the brain in ways 

that create resilience under conditions of stress and that have the potential to counter some of the deleterious 

effects of poverty and disease. 

 The greatest challenges to multilingualism in the United States are characterized by the mythology about 

multilingualism. The new research, and especially studies that have been made possible by the revolution in the  

neurosciences, shows that all the languages that an individual knows and uses are processed in an integrated  

language system in which there is extensive interaction. That interaction across languages gives rise to competition 

across the known languages that requires regulation, and although that requirement may impose an initial cost  

during learning, it appears to be the other side of a process that produces significant benefits. The evidence on  

multilingualism leads us to think that new approaches to language learning that allow learners to experience the  

variation across the two or more languages, and that may produce language mixing and initial effortful processing, 

may be beneficial to long term outcomes. 

 

*The work reported here was extracted from an article published by Judith F. Kroll and Paola E. Dussias in a paper published by 
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences (Kroll, J. K., & Dussias, P. E. (2016). Language and Productivity for all Americans. 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences. Commission on Language Learning.  
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Are Children Confused by Dual-Language Input? 
By Amanda Eads and Amy Lebkuecher 

  

There are lots of good ways to raise bilingual children, but unfortunately, many people worry that raising chil-

dren to be bilingual may be harmful for their language development. In this piece, we summarize some research that 

clearly dispels this myth. For starters, while some people think that bilingual babies get confused when they hear 

different languages, the research shows that they’re actually quite adept at sorting through this variable input. In fact, 

bilingual infants can typically identify vowels and consonants in each of their languages by the age of one.1 To explain 

how they do this, researchers have hypothesized that bilingual babies separate their two languages from the beginning 

using characteristics of the speech signal such as rhythm. 

A 2001 study in Spain explored how and when Spanish-Catalan bilingual infants distinguish their two lan-

guages, comparing them with monolingual Catalan and monolingual Spanish infants.2  The researchers found that at 4 

months old, all the infants (and not just the Spanish-Catalan bilinguals) were able to differentiate between Spanish and 

Catalan. In a second experiment, the researchers included English, which was unfamiliar to all the infants in the study. 

They discovered that the bilingual and monolingual infants were using different strategies to distinguish between lan-

guages. The monolingual infants oriented to the languages they had previous exposure to (Spanish or Catalan), while 

bilingual infants oriented to the unfamiliar language (English). Researchers hypothesize that this difference in attention 

is what allows bilinguals to accurately determine later in development which language is appropriate to use in a given 

context. 

Since bilingual infants hear people speaking different languages, as opposed to one language all the time, the 

amount of exposure they receive to each of their individual languages turns out to be less than the amount of individu-

al language exposure monolingual babies receive. As a result, bilingual babies may initially appear “slow” to acquire 

their languages. This “slowness” may show up in vocabulary development: young bilingual children may appear to 

know fewer words in a single language overall than their monolingual counterparts. However, when compared to mon-

olingual children of equal overall language ability, who are not necessarily the same age, this apparent disadvantage 

disappears. And while their vocabulary understanding may be slightly lower than that of their monolingual peers, there 

are other domains in which bilinguals may have the advantage. For example, bilingual children tend to outperform 

monolingual children on cognitive tasks that do not involve language, but which have a greater need for inhibition and 

control.3,4 

 So, are children confused by dual language input? The research summarized above gives a pretty resounding 

no to this question, and reveals just how adept typically developing children are at sorting through language input. 

While there may be some delays in vocabulary development in a single language for bilinguals, the potential cognitive 

and the many social benefits of bilingual language acquisition, including the ability to engage with more than one lan-

guage community, may ultimately outweigh any potential drawbacks.  

 
1.     Werker, J. F., & Byers-Heinlein, K. (2008). Bilingualism in infancy: First steps in perception and comprehension. Trends in cognitive sciences, 
12(4), 144-151. 
2.      Bosch, L., & Sebastián-Gallés, N. (2001). Evidence of early language discrimination abilities in infants from bilingual environments. Infancy, 2
(1), 29-49. 
3.     Kovács, Á. M., & Mehler, J. (2009). Cognitive gains in 7-month-old bilingual infants. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, pnas-
0811323106. 
4.     Bialystok, E. (2011). Coordination of executive functions in monolingual and bilingual children. Journal of experimental child psychology, 110

(3), 461-468.  

Website: http://cls.psu.edu/ bilingualism-matters  

Facebook: https:// www.facebook.com/ BilingMattersPennState  

Twitter: @CLSPSU  

For questions and comments, contact Branch Coordinator, Frances Blanchette, at fkb1@psu.edu 
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Bilingualism Matters Featured Partner:  Dr. Rena Torres Cacoullos  
 

 

1.      You study Spanish-English bilingualism in the U.S. What is something you think the general public should know 

about this topic? 

The term Spanglish can sound as though the languages spoken by bilinguals are somehow mixed, or grammatically cor-

rupt. But when we analyze hundreds of thousands of bilinguals’ own words, we find patterns of linguistic variation that 

differ between the languages. Bilinguals keep their linguistic systems separate and intact even when using words from 

both languages in the same sentence. The message is that bilinguals don’t mix up their languages, they mix and match. 

 

2.      What can you tell us about the Spanish-English bilingual community in New Mexico? 

We have had the privilege of working with the oldest bilingual community in the United States. Spanish has been spo-

ken in northern New Mexico for centuries, way before English arrived to the territory. But today the local variety spo-

ken by New Mexicans is endangered because it is stigmatized both with respect to English and the "proper" Spanish 

taught in the schools. Still, resisting the shift to English, bilinguals in New Mexico regularly alternate between English 

and Spanish as the in-group way of conversing. 

 

3.      What can you tell us about Spanish-English bilingualism in Pennsylvania? 

Spanish language use patterns in Pennsylvania tend to correspond to those found throughout the Spanish-speaking 

world. For example, among Puerto Ricans in Philadelphia, women tend to use standard variants, such as pronouncing 

an "s" at the end of Spanish words, more than men do. At the same time, despite segregation from the local majority, 

Puerto Ricans participate in sound changes in Philadelphia English, as when rice sounds like Royce. 

 

4.      Are there common misconceptions about bilingualism that you would like our readers and  

         community members to know? 

We look for individual differences in language proficiency, but outside the university setting, it's community norms that 

shape how two languages are combined. Bilingual speech practices may differ even within the same language pair. 

Take strategies for incorporating English verbs into Spanish: through "light" verb hacer 'do' (hacen meet 'they meet') or 

by Spanish suffixes (baqueamos 'we back'). The light verb strategy is by far the preferred one in the New Mexican com-

munity, but it is virtually unknown among Spanish-English bilinguals in Puerto Rico.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rena Torres Cacoullos is Professor of Spanish and Linguistics. Her  

research interests include language variation and change,  

grammaticalization, and language contact. Her work is from a  

variationist usage-based perspective, based on the quantitative analysis 

of natural language production data, spoken and written, in varieties of 

Spanish, English, and Greek. She serves as editor of Language Variation 

and Change. Her work on bilingual code-switching is currently being 

funded by the National Science Foundation. For more information 

please visit: http://nmcode-switching.la.psu.edu/ . 

http://nmcode-switching.la.psu.edu/
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Fun Facts: Dual-Language Education Models Across Nations 

 

In the ideal dual-language education scenario, children are immersed in two languages at school, and develop  

academic and social skills in both languages that will last them a lifetime. In this piece, we provide some fun facts 

about how dual-language education plays out across the globe. Who knows, maybe the next dual-language program 

will be in your neighborhood?  

 

United States 

The US has many schools providing immersion programs starting at kindergarten.  One great example of this is San 

Francisco’s Alvarado Elementary School.  In these programs, English, which is the dominant language in society, is  

incorporated only gradually into the learning environment, as students move on to higher grades.  The content 

(including math, science, social studies, etc.) is the same as in other monolingual schools, and adheres to state  

standards, but dual-language students have the added benefit of learning it in two languages!  

 

China 

A large number of international schools in China provide dual-immersion opportunities, mainly for learning Chinese 

and English simultaneously. An example is the Nanwai King’s College School, where an English and Chinese bilingual 

learning environment is created from kindergarten by assigning each class two teachers: One who speaks Chinese, and 

one who speaks English. 

 

Benin 

In Benin, West Africa, a total of 55 different languages are spoken, so the possibilities for dual-language education are 

endless. Following colonization, French is the official language (1), but indigenous languages such as Fon and Yoruba 

are also common. Beninese children must learn French in school, but the government has recently started to promote  

local languages in primary school education. Currently, local language instruction is only offered in after-school reading 

and writing clubs, but with government support, many hope that native language instruction will become more  

common during the regular school day.  

 

Canada 

French-English immersion programs are not hard to find in parts of this country, which is one of the more advanced 

overall in terms of its dual-language offerings. Programs may be available as early as pre-kindergarten (2), as in  

Montreal’s Saint Monica Elementary School, which provides a play-based immersion program to pre-kindergarten  

children. Immersion programs typically cover half of the curriculum in English, and the other half in French. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

             A classroom bulletin board in the United States representing various                            Dr.  Deborah Morton, Assistant Professor of  Linguistics (PSU), offers an 

                                              countries throughout the world.           embedded Linguistics course in which students travel to Benin, Africa each May. 

 
 

 

(1)LaClerc, Jacques Bénin" dans L'aménagement linguistique dans le monde, Québec, TLFQ, Université Laval, 1 Feb 2010.  

(2)Dicks, J., & Genesee, F. (2017). Bilingual education in Canada. In Bilingual and multilingual education (pp. 453-467). Springer International Publishing.  

BILINGUALISM MATTERS AT PENN STATE 

http://alvaradoschool.net/
http://www.nkcswx.cn/
http://stmonica.emsb.qc.ca/index.asp
http://www.tlfq.ulaval.ca/axl/afrique/benin.htm
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Upcoming Events 
 
Our outreach events are a wonderful time to connect with the  
surrounding community, families, and students at Penn State.  We  
participate in many events throughout the year, always with activities  
and demonstrations in tow.  At family events, we have kid-friendly  
activities like crafting and language games.  We hope to see you at  
these upcoming events: 
 
*Exploration-U at Bald Eagle Area High School—Thursday, February 21, 6-8pm 
*Lit Fest at Mount Nittany Elementary School —Friday, March 1 
*Exploration-U at Mount Nittany Middle School—Tuesday, March 19, 6-8pm 

 

Contributors 
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Lindsey Chandler  

lmc57@psu.edu 

Graduate Student  

Spanish, Italian, and 

Portuguese Department  

 

 

Amanda Eads  

aue329@psu.edu 

Lab Manager  

The Center for Language 
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Amy Lebkuecher  

alb507@psu.edu 

Graduate Student  

Psychology Department  

 

 

 

Lindsey Ma  

lindsey1431@gmail.com  

Graduate Student  

Psychology Department  

 

 

Katy VanAmburg  

kjv12@psu.edu 

Administrative Assistant  

The Center for  
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This publication is available in alternative media on request. Penn State encourages qualified persons with disabilities to participate in its programs and activities. If you anticipate needing 

any type of accommodation or having questions about the physical access provided, please consult Katy VanAmburg (kjv12@psu.edu) in advance of your participation or visit. Penn State 

is an equal opportunity, affirmative action employer, and is committed to providing employment opportunities to all qualified applicants without regard to race, color, religion, age, sex, 

sexual orientation, gender identity, national origin, disability or protected veteran status. U.Ed.  
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