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ON THE STATE
OF THE MULTI-COMPETENT MIND

Jolanta Latkowska

1. INTRODUCTION

Extensive research into second language acquisition and bilingualism has
brought about the realization that knowledge of more than one language has
a profound impact on the individual, who as a result is likely to diverge from
the monolingual population not only in terms of observable linguistic ability
but also with regard to general knowledge and cognition. To embrace this find-
ing and give it a firm theoretical footing, COOK (1996: 65, 2002, 2003) coined
the term multi-competence, which he defined as “knowledge of more than one
language in the same mind”. This definition expands the Chomskyan1 notion of
competence, which adopted the model of the ideal monolingual speaker/hearer
who was in possession of a fairly homogeneous, if not monolithic, body of
knowledge as a result of UG-constrained interactions with the environment.
However, multi-competence does not imply monolingual command of either the
L1 or L2. In fact, COOK (2005) understands it as a state of mind containing the
L1 along with the L2 interlanguage, where the latter is seen as a system in its
own right, an idea developed by SELINKER (1974) and refined by L2 acquisition
research (ARABSKI, 1979, 1997; CORDER, 1981 a; LARSEN-FREEMAN, 1976 b). Fur-
thermore, both languages constitute a dynamic system that is characterized by
varying degrees of separation and/or conflation in different language subsys-
tems, which in turn, gives rise to varying degrees of interaction and influence
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across the board. In essence, multi-competence captures the totality of two
multi-layered language systems encapsulated in the individual mind.

Recently, the scope of the term has been broadened by researchers investi-
gating third language acquisition and multilingualism (CENOZ, 2001, 2003), as
well as those probing the simultaneous acquisition of two (native) languages
(PAVLENKO, 2003). This undoubtedly has added a universal dimension to the
concept, which is now used to refer to cases of multilingualism in general, and
is perceived as a dynamic and partially integrated amalgam of all the languages
that the individual knows, rather than as separate, inflexible, and stable gram-
mars for the relevant L1, L2, L3 and the like (JARVIS, 2003). A point worth
mentioning is that the constituent languages may be “subject to variation and
change over time” (HERWIG, 2001: 115).

2. THE CONTENTS OF THE MULTI-COMPETENT MIND

2.1. INTERLANGUAGE

Steeped in the assumption that a vast majority of mankind speaks more than
one language, multi-competence offers a solution to what seems to be the logi-
cal problem of second language acquisition, namely, the language learner’s ge-
neric inability to become the L2’s native speaker by virtue of developing
native-like competence in the language. Strongly opposed to this idea, Cook de-
voted a lot of attention to redefining the position of the language learner by in-
troducing a distinction between language learners, i.e. those who learn the
language for later use, and actual L2 users. He also emphasized the unique and
rule-governed character of interlanguage, which should not be conceived of as
the outcome of incomplete or unsuccessful acquisition, or discussed in mono-
lingual terms (COOK, 1996, 2002, 2003). This, incidentally, was instrumental in
discarding the monolingual native speaker as a benchmark for standards in SLA
and bilingualism research, in line with ROMAINE’S (1995) contention that a rea-
sonable account of bilingualism cannot be based on a theory which assumes
monolingual competence as its frame of reference.

Empirical support for these ideas came from well-documented research into
L2 learning, whose findings indicated that, apart from elements patterned on
both the L1 and L2, interlanguage contained unique structures that could not be
ascribed to either language (BURT and DULAY, 1974). Moreover, similar deviant
forms could be found in the output of individuals who came from various L1
backgrounds, and who, nevertheless, showed surprising uniformity and predict-
ability of development (KLEIN and PERDUE, 1997). Additionally, a study by
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COPPETIERS (1987), who investigated the grammaticality judgments of highly
proficient L2 French users in France, revealed that their L2 knowledge di-
verged from that of monolingual native speakers, thus adding fuel to claims of
qualitative differences between bilinguals and monolinguals with regard to lin-
guistic knowledge. It also added force to the notion that the L1 and the emer-
gent L2 are two distinct systems, which are interlocked in a single super-system
and accommodate to each other (COOK, 2003).

The development of interlanguage has been the subject of intensive inquiry
for almost 40 years and as such has become the core of SLA research and the-
ory. For more details regarding the relevant literature and findings see DOUGHTY

and LONG (2003).

2.2. THE L1

Since the original formulation of multi-competence drew heavily on the
Chomskyan tradition, which defined competence as the knowledge of “an ideal
speaker-hearer in a completely homogeneous speech community” (CHOMSKY,
1965: 4), there seemed to be a consensus, at least in the applied linguistics cir-
cles, that L1 competence or mono-competence was a mature and stable system
that was not liable to developmental change past a certain maturational point
(ADJEMIAN, 1976; MACWHINNEY, 1997). This stands in stark contrast to findings
from sociolinguistics, child language development and cognitive linguistics
(HALL et al., 2006), which provide convincing evidence for a usage-based view
of language knowledge. More specifically, the exponents of the view contend
that linguistic knowledge is shaped by experience and participation in discourse
practices typical of a particular speech community, as well as being contingent
on factors such as the frequency of use and registerial variety, social class, race,
region, gender, ethnicity, and communicative practice (HALL et al., 2006). What
this implies is that language knowledge varies across speakers, and that an in-
crease in experience with language will inevitably result in a change in overall
language awareness. To put it another way, linguistic competence, whether
monolingual or bilingual, varies diachronically over the lifespan, and
syncronically across individuals. It is a dynamic “constellation of constructs”
(HALL et al., 2006: 8), which are derived from context-dependent language use
and are subject to constant adaptation and change. In the light of this theory,
exposure to another code and related communicative activities simply adds to
the dynamism of adaptation, which is usage rather than language (system) de-
pendent (HALL et al., 2006). The extent and potential areas of L2-induced influ-
ence on the L1 within the multi-competent mind are discussed below.
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2.3. THE L2 � L1 INTERACTION

The data on L2 � L1 influence constitutes a substantial body of evidence
that is cited in support of multi-competence (COOK, 2002, 2003). Regardless,
there is a theoretical possibility that the L1 may be unaffected by the L2, which
is in accord with the separation view of bilingual memory (GROSJEAN, 1982), as
well as with claims that mature L1 systems stabilize and are therefore unlikely
to change (cf. MACWHINNEY, 1997). Systemic separation is also central to
GROSJEAN’S (2001) language mode model, which posits that the bilingual’s lan-
guages are independent yet affect each other because they remain active during
language processing in either language. This is why it is possible to find inter-
ferences from the other language in the speech of a bilingual who is in a mono-
lingual mode (GROSJEAN, 2001). By contrast, COOK (2002, 2003) points out that
complete separation, if at all possible, is not likely to apply to the whole lan-
guage system but to particular subsystems. For example, L1 and L2 cognate vo-
cabulary may be (partially) conflated (DEGROOT and KROLL, 1997) with the
extent of conflation varying according to the semantic features shared by the
words concerned, proficiency in both languages, their genetic closeness, as well
as preferences demonstrated by particular individuals with regard to language
mixing (COOK, 2002).

Another possibility that has received considerable empirical support is that
the knowledge and use of the L1 may be enhanced by the knowledge and
use of an L2. For example, KESCKES and PAPP (2000) found that Hungarian L2
learners who had undergone intensive L2 training in a formal school setting
demonstrate a quantifiable difference from monolinguals in areas such as L1
sentence structure and complexity, as well as lexical choice and usage. In their
opinion, in a predominantly monolingual setting one can hardly expect the L2
to affect the L1 directly, i.e. in terms of syntactic transfer or lexical borrowing.
In such circumstances, the L2 enhances literacy skills, which results in a more
sophisticated and elaborate L1 use, as compared to monolinguals. Positive evi-
dence has also been accumulating with regard to the acquisition of literacy
skills. BASSETTI (2005) reports that learning a more phonologically transparent
L2 writing system may improve L1 reading, writing and phonological aware-
ness, as evidenced by English-speaking children who learnt L2 Italian and did
better than monolingual English-speaking children in English word reading and
spelling (cf. YELLAND et al., 1993).

The concept of language enhancement may also be used to account for the
findings of JARVIS (2003), who discovered that extensive exposure to the L2 in
its natural environment may result not so much in attrition as in the actual ex-
pansion of the L1 lexicon. What this means in practice is that conventional L1
forms may occur alongside L2-induced ones in both production and comprehen-
sion, thus adding to the bilingual’s expressive power and linguistic repertoire
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(cf. SHARWOOD SMITH, 1983 a; LATKOWSKA, 2001). Moreover, the nature of the
task the bilingual is required to perform will have a marked impact on the de-
gree of observed L2 influence and variability in language use. It cannot escape
notice, however, that such L2-induced patterns may be violations of L1 norms.

In addition to enriching the L1, the L2 may also instigate an L1 restruc-
turing process, which will result in a linguistic system in its own right,
showing neutral and/or interfering L2 effects. The concept of multi-com-
petence exemplifies such a process in that it entails the existence of a dynamic
linguistic system that is not simply a sum of two linguistic competencies
(GROSJEAN, 1998). There is ample evidence to give weight to this contention, as
numerous L2-induced effects amount to differences between the L1 of
monoglots and that of bilinguals. Moreover, such effects are wide-ranging and
can be observed in most, if not all, domains of language as discussed below.

The lexicon: research in this area has confirmed that bilinguals’ L1 and L2
lexicons (DEGROOT, 1997; KROLL and TOKOWICZ, 2001) are both active during
on-line language processing. Such was the finding of SPIVEY and MARIAN

(1999) who investigated eye movement during a picture naming task in the L1,
and observed that bilinguals were distracted by L2 cognates. What is more, in-
terpretation of L1 words is affected by the L2. For example, COOK (2005)
shows that the understanding of the Japanese word “bosu” (gang leader) has
a more general meaning for those Japanese who know the English ‘boss’. It
cannot escape notice, however, that these particular interference effects might
have been intensified by the cognate status of the words in question. On the
performance level, the L2 may make its presence felt in the form of borrowing,
calques, semantic extensions, as well as a loss of semantic distinctions and
word retrieval problems (PAVLENKO, 2003).

A mention also has to be made of a phenomenon which occurs at the vo-
cabulary — syntax interface, namely framing transfer (PAVLENKO, 2002). It con-
sists in the choice of linguistic structures used to express ideas in a way that is
unique to a particular speech community, thus exemplifying its lexical and con-
ceptual preferences. For example, English uses adjectives, e.g. happy, sad, and
a few intransitive verbs, e.g. rejoice, to refer to emotions, which are perceived
as passive states, while languages such as Polish and Russian portray emotions
as active processes, a tendency reflected in the predominance of intransitive
verbs in the emotional lexicons of both languages, e.g. cieszyć się (cf.
WIERZBICKA, 1999). Framing transfer has been found to consistently occur in the
speech of Russian-English bilinguals, who often adopt the L2 adjectival pattern
when describing emotional situations. What is more, it can also be detected in
a variety of language pairings in contexts which express concepts ranging from
definiteness to causation (PAVLENKO and JARVIS, 2008).

Phonology: as documented by NATHAN (1987), the voice onset time patterns
for plosives such as t and d in the speech of L2 Spanish users do not resemble
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those observed in L1 English monolinguals. Other researchers report similar re-
sults for the following plosives /k, g, p, b/ in language pairings such as Span-
ish/English (ZAMPINI and GREEN, 2001), French/English (FLEGE, 1987), and
Hebrew/English (OBLER, 1982), and for intonation in Dutch/Greek (MENNEN,
2004) and German/Turkish (QUEEN, 2001). It must be stressed, however, that
these effects are often undetectable in normal language use.

Syntax: L2-induced restructuring of the syntactic domain can be observed
in the tendency of Greek-English bilinguals to use pre-verbal subjects in L1
Greek, which is a pro-drop language, more often than monolinguals (TSIMPLI et
al., 2004). By the same token, Japanese, Greek and Spanish users of
non-pro-drop English prefer the first noun in the sentence to be the subject
when processing sentences in their native languages (COOK, 2003).

Among the effects that may result in violations of the L1’s norms is the ten-
dency to copy the English SVO sentence pattern into a language that has a freer
word order (JARVIS, 2003), and to break subcategorization rules by, e.g. follow-
ing L1 Russian reflexive verbs with adjectives in the nominative case by anal-
ogy to L2 English (PAVLENKO, 2003; PAVLENKO and JARVIS, 2001).

Perhaps the most extreme form of L2 intrusion into the system of the first
language is L2 — induced attrition (KŐPKE and SCHMID, 2004), which in-
volves a permanent loss and/or restructuring of L1 elements. These manifest
themselves as the inability to produce, perceive, understand and/or recognize
previously available L1 items. The accumulated evidence indicates that attrition
affects lexico-semantics, pragmatics, rhetoric, conceptual representations
(PAVLENKO, 2004) and to a lesser extent, syntax and morphology, except for
case-marking (SCHMID et al., 2004; HUTZ, 2004). For attrition to be deemed oc-
cur, loss effects must be exhibited permanently in both L1 and L2 contexts.

2.4. CONCEPTUAL DOMAIN

One of the key issues surrounding the debate over cross-linguistic effects in
the conceptual domain is whether word meanings and related lexicalized con-
cepts are autonomous or overlapping levels of representation (for details see
PAVLENKO, 1999; FRANCIS, 2005; PARADIS, 2004; KROLL and TOKOWICZ, 2005).
So far, research in this field has provided conflicting evidence but some of it
undoubtedly points in the direction of inter-systemic interaction and Whorfian
effects (LEVINSON, 2003), which reveals the strength of the relationship between
language and concepts as exemplified by thought. A staunch supporter of se-
mantic/conceptual separation, PAVLENKO (1999; cf. PAVLENKO and JARVIS, 2008)
provides an exhaustive list of the processes that seem to both instigate and
instantiate cross-linguistic interaction at the conceptual level. The list runs as
follows:
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— the internalization of new L2 — based concepts that are either distinct from
or non-existent in the L1; examples include lexical borrowing, code-switch-
ing and calquing, which are often used by immigrants to patch up gaps in
their native vocabulary and related conceptual base, e.g. ‘privacy’ in the
Russian of Russian immigrants to the US (PAVLENKO, 2003);

— restructuring, which involves the incorporation of new elements into the ex-
istent concepts, i.e. late Russian-English bilinguals do not use their L1
equivalents of jealousy/envy like Russian monolinguals but instead move to-
wards L2 speakers’ preference for jealousy, which refers to both jealousy
and envy situations (SACHS and COLEY, 2006);

— convergence, that is the creation of a new concept that combines the fea-
tures of both L1 and L2; a case in point is the tendency of Japanese L2
English learners to distinguish two blue and two green colours in contrast to
monolinguals (ATHANASOPOULOS, SASAKI and COOK, 2004, cited in COOK,
2005);

— shift, which denotes a preference for an L2 based category: Japanese users
of L2 English tend to move towards counting objects rather than substance
(ATHANASOPOULOS, 2006), and towards categorization in terms of shape, by
analogy to L2 English; Japanese categorizes objects according to the mate-
rial they are made of (BASSETTI et al., 2006);

— conceptual attrition, where L1 concepts are either permanently lost or sub-
stituted for; as PAVLENKO and JARVIS (2008) observe, conceptual attrition
may be difficult to detect as its most common signs include the use of ver-
bal strategies such as calquing or borrowing, which may also be indicative
of other processes involved in conceptual change.

To conclude, all of these processes imply that bilinguals have a larger and more
varied conceptual store than monolinguals, and that their perception and think-
ing patterns may diverge from those exhibited by monolinguals. Without
a shadow of a doubt, more research is needed to ascertain the exact extent of
language-induced conceptual transformation, the required timeframe, and the
specific linguistic and cultural conditions for its occurrence.

3. COGNITIVE DIFFERENCES

Research into the cognitive domain of bilingual functioning constitutes yet
another body of evidence used by Cook in support of multi-competence. In
a nutshell, its findings indicate that in certain areas bilingual cognition is quali-
tatively different from that of monolinguals. Accordingly, bilinguals are either
at a disadvantage or have a clear advantage over monolinguals. Since the re-
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ported differences have to do with language-dependent and language-neutral
developments, the following sections will present a summary of the essential
findings in both fields.

3.1. LANGUAGE — NEUTRAL COGNITIVE EFFECTS

The view that has persisted over the past four decades or so is that
bilinguals exceed at tasks that require creativity (divergent thinking), as mani-
fested by the unusual uses of objects test (TORRANCE, 1974; RICCIARDELLI, 1992);
and flexibility in thought (BIALYSTOK, 2005). This can be explained as a direct
consequence of having to process alternative ways of referring to the same real-
ity, which in BIALYSTOK’S (2005) view, boosts the development of inhibition and
control of attention mechanisms, which in turn help bilingual subjects ignore
misleading information. Incidentally, this explanation also applies to the semi-
nal PEAL and LAMBERT (1962) study in which balanced bilinguals outperformed
monolinguals on both verbal and non-verbal measures. Additionally, bilinguals
show an advantage in areas such as spatial tasks that require the use of mental
imagery (MCLEAY, 2005), theory of mind tasks focussing on the expectations
and assumptions that people bring to bear in scenarios built around contradic-
tory facts (BIALYSTOK, 2005), field-independence as measured by the imbedded
figures test (BALKAN, 1970, cited in BAKER, 2001) and concept formation (BAIN,
1974, cited in BIALYSTOK, 2005). There can be no doubt that these reports dem-
onstrate the positives of bilingualism. They should be treated with caution,
however, since some of the effects may be age-related and hold true for a par-
ticular age group only. More specifically, most of the studies focus on young
children in an educational setting, which makes them irrelevant to older popula-
tions that are often deprived of educational opportunities (cf. BAKER, 2001).
This warning becomes all the more potent in the light of the fact that not all the
findings are uniformly positive. Namely, there are a number of studies showing
that bilinguals are disadvantaged in mathematics. That is to say that they need
more time to solve mental arithmetic problems, especially in their weaker lan-
guage (for a review of pertinent research see BIALYSTOK, 2005). This difficulty
is attenuated when the problem is presented in a numerical form or in the bilin-
gual’s stronger language, and when bilinguals receive verbally-mediated train-
ing in the areas they are subsequently tested in. In SPELKE and TSIVKIN’S (2001)
opinion, this indicates that mathematical ability is dependent on the language it
was coded (learnt) in. As this tendency has also been observed in adult
bilinguals, who sometimes take longer to solve problems in both their lan-
guages, the inescapable conclusion is that bilingualism imposes certain cogni-
tive constraints on mental operations. BIALYSTOK (2005) also suggests that, at
least in the case of children, language proficiency seems to be a factor to con-
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sider as those who are tested in their stronger language show normal mathemat-
ical ability. It is only when the complexity of the task exceeds the bilingual’s
proficiency level that negative effects are observed.

Negative effects have also been found in research into memory, with
bilinguals consistently underperforming on tasks investigating the capacity of
short term memory (STM) in their L2, which is less well developed. In short,
the number of digits that the STM retains is markedly lower than in the L1. It
does increase with proficiency in the L2, however. This hints at the possibility
that STM is less efficient in the L2, a phenomenon which COOK (1997) labelled
the cognitive deficit.

3.2. LANGUAGE-RELATED COGNITIVE EFFECTS

The tendencies observed in the area of language-dependent developments
suggest that knowledge of another code does not so much affect the accuracy of
language use as the speed of its processing. More specifically, bilinguals re-
quire more time to comprehend and judge sentences/utterances in comparison
with monoglots (COOK, 1997). MÄGISTE (1979) also found they were 0.2 seconds
slower when naming objects in their L2 and when following commands in that
language. LONG and HARDING-ESCH (1977) found that students of L2 French at
university level remembered less from lectures given in L2 French than in L1
English. Their memories were also less accurate. BIALYSTOK (2005) reports that
the growth of oral proficiency is usually delayed in bilingual children, who also
tend to have smaller receptive vocabularies. Still, it cannot escape notice that
some of the deficiencies reported in the literature appear to be insignificant in
comparison with the benefits bestowed by the ability to communicate in two
languages. What is more, there is an overwhelming body of evidence testifying
to the existence of advantages that bilinguals have over monolinguals. These in-
clude greater metalinguistic awareness, a finding that has remained undisputed
despite repeated attempts to verify it (COOK, 1997; BIALYSTOK, 2004), greater
ability to reproduce new sounds, and relate them to some form of script (COOK,
1997), more rapid development in terms of the capacity to notice and correct
errors (GALAMBOS and GOLDIN-MEADOW, 1990). Furthermore, BIALYSTOK (2004)
argues in favour of greater control of language-based processes, (1987), faster
semantic development (BEN-ZEEV, 1977), better understanding of the concept of
a word (BIALYSTOK, 2004) and of its arbitrariness (IANCO-WORRALL, 1972).
Finally, GENESEE et al. (1975) makes a case for higher communicative sensitiv-
ity in bilinguals, which amounts to increased familiarity with the sociocultural
milieu and its constant fluctuations.

At the same time, both BAKER (2001) and BIALYSTOK (2005) sound a note of
caution stating that these results are not uniformly indicative either of a definite
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bilingual advantage or of a handicap. The reasons for BAKER’S (2001) cautious
approach lie in methodological concerns as few of the studies controlled for the
subjects’ age and socioeconomic background, as well as for proficiency in the
languages involved. What is more, some of them lacked a representative sam-
ple and precise definitions of the terms examined. BIALYSTOK (2004) in turn
maintains that it is necessary to consider a variety of factors while evaluating
bilingual research findings. The acquisition of literacy is a case in point.
Namely, studies of reading ability in bilingual children reveal transfer of abili-
ties across languages, even in cases when one of them uses a different writing
system, as in, e.g. English and Hebrew. However, what is transferred are gen-
eral reading skills such as phonological and discourse awareness. Research
shows that they are transferred regardless of whether literacy was first trained
in the L1 or L2 (CUMMINS, 2000). Language specific skills such as the knowl-
edge of different codes, writing systems and orthographies need to be acquired
and trained separately. In CUMMINS’ (2000) view, automatic transfer of aca-
demic skills will not take place across languages if bilinguals are deprived of
opportunities to read and write extensively in both languages. BIALYSTOK

(2005) also believes that some language specific factors may have an impact on
the acquisition of reading skills in the bilingual’s other language. These include
the typological distance between the languages in question and similarity of
their writing systems, as they determine the strategies employed to tackle read-
ing in different languages. For example, phonological awareness is not a factor
in learning to read Chinese but visual skills are (HUANG and HANLEY 1997).
The conclusion to be drawn from BIALYSTOK’S (2005) research is that bilingual-
ism as such may not be a factor in cognitive development. Its role may be re-
duced to endowing individuals with general skills and cognitive mechanisms,
which may accelerate the learning of other general and language-dependent
skills. This, in her opinion, is due to the increased ability to use selective atten-
tion and ignore misleading information, which is enhanced in bilinguals.

4. THE ONSET OF MULTI-COMPETENCE

Another issue that merits consideration is under what conditions an L2
user’s mind becomes multi-competent in character, and whether there is
a threshold at which bilingualism begins to bestow cognitive benefits. Unfortu-
nately, so far attempts to answer this question have met with little success due
to conflicting evidence and inconsistent theoretical positions. In short, research-
ers cannot agree on definitions of key terms in bilingualism research such as
language proficiency, what constitutes a language and what makes it different
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from a dialect, or indeed bilingualism itself. For instance, in defining the L2
user, COOK (2002) refers to HUAGEN’S minimal definition, which portrays bilin-
gualism as “the point where a speaker can first produce complete meaningful
utterances in the other language” (1953: 7). BIALYSTOK (2005: 426), by contrast,
claims that there is a certain threshold of proficiency below which it becomes
debatable whether individuals are bilinguals or second language learners. The
evidence obtained to date indicates that some L2 � L1 effects can be observed
relatively early in the language learning/acquisition process. COOK (2002), for
instance, claims that even minor exposure to other languages may affect the L1
knowledge and grammaticality judgements of particular individuals. YELLAND

et al. (1993) discovered a slight advantage in the acquisition of reading in Eng-
lish children who were taught a foreign language for an hour a week. The ad-
vantage was observed in some tasks only and disappeared after a year of
training. PAVLENKO (2002) detected L2 effects in the narratives produced by
Russian subjects who stayed in the L2 environment for only 1.5 years
(PAVLENKO, 2002). Still, they were proficient enough in their L2 English to be
enrolled in an American university. By the same token, children learning L2
French in Canadian immersion programmes outperform monolinguals on tasks
that tap into awareness of the disparity between form and meaning. In
BIALYSTOK’S (2004) opinion, those children had limited proficiency in the L2,
which was learnt in a school setting; still it was high enough to boost their
metalinguistic awareness. She stresses, however, that some of the effects can
only be detected during the initial stages of L2 contact and tend to disappear
later, which was confirmed by other studies investigating metalinguistic and lit-
eracy skills in children, both monolingual and bilingual (BIALYSTOK, 2004). All
in all, these data indicate that proficiency in the L2 may be a major factor in
the onset of multi-competence. At the same time, PAVLENKO and JARVIS (2002)
observe that the length of exposure to the L2 does not significantly affect the
amount or directionality of language transfer, a phenomenon attributed to
multi-competence, even though LAUFER (2003) found the length of residence in
an L2 country to be significant in a study of lexical knowledge in bilinguals.

There is also evidence to suggest that multi-competence develops as a result
of exposure to the L2 even in a foreign language context. CENOZ (2003) found
that Spanish university students of L3 English, who were fluent in the lan-
guage, exhibited requesting behaviour that significantly diverged from monolin-
gual norms. On the other hand, it is necessary to bear in mind the views of
researchers such as PAVLENKO (1999) who argues that the prerequisite for the
development of multi-competence is exposure to the L2 in its natural environ-
ment, as well as authentic communication with its users. Such conditions do not
exist in the majority of foreign language classes where L2 learning is reduced
to the explicit learning of a new code (PAVLENKO, 1999). As KECSKES and PAPP

(2000 a) found, however, meaningful communication in the L2 is essential on
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immersion and intensive language programmes, where the L2 is used as a me-
dium of instruction, and where learners are required to use all four language
skills to achieve non-linguistic educational objectives, which may compensate
for the lack of direct contact with the target culture. They retracted this state-
ment in their later publication (KECSKES and PAPP, 2000 b) saying that the de-
velopment of multi-competence in a classroom setting was only a potential.

Insights into the onset of multi-competence can also be derived from the
hierarchical model of bilingual memory (DEGROOT, 2002; DEGROOT and KROLL,
1997; KROLL and TOKOWICZ, 2001). It posits the existence of two separate lexi-
cons and a single semantic/conceptual store, which is shared by both languages.
The lexicons are interconnected. Tests involving bilinguals at different levels of
proficiency show that L2 learners initially access concepts through words in the
L1. It is only when they develop fluency (DEGROOT and KROLL, 1997) in the L2
that they begin to directly access concepts in that language, thus manifesting
a developmental shift from lexical to conceptual mediation for L2 words, which
is determined by increasing expertise in the language. In other words, the model
assumes L2 learners’ gradual progression from lexis-dependent learning to di-
rect concept mediation for the L2, which, among other things, has been con-
firmed by word translation studies involving forward and backward translation.

KECSKES and PAPP (2003: 249) discuss these processes in terms of the emer-
gence of a Common Underlying Conceptual Base (CUCB), which they con-
ceive of as a container including knowledge, both language-neutral and
language-specific, as well as skills except the language system itself. It is the
CUCB that is responsible for generating ideas and for the operation of the lan-
guage channels available to the L2 learner. Since the development of this con-
struct is linked to a high level of L2 proficiency, intensive foreign language
training may be a sufficient condition for the acquisition of new concepts and
subsequent restructuring of the conceptual base. What needs to be stressed,
however, is that in their theory, the L1—L2 influence is largely intellectual and
can best be described as skill and knowledge transfer, which affects L1 use as
a whole. The idea of a CUCB seems to be modelled on CUMMINS’ (1980, 2000)
common underlying proficiency (CUP). The CUP is a central processing system
which contains the cognitive and linguistic resources available to a particular
individual, along with the conceptual and linguistic representations derived
from both experience and learning. It is the extent of mutual influence and in-
teraction within this common system that constitutes the basis for integrated lin-
guistic functioning with world and linguistic knowledge being transferred from
one language to another, and new knowledge interpreted against the existent
networks. Indeed, in BIALYSTOK’S (2005: 419) view, it is the assumption that lin-
guistic and non-linguistic knowledge are stored together in a domain-general
representational system that makes any form of interaction between language(s)
and cognition, both language-based and language — neutral, possible.
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The question that remains unanswered is whether this interaction is contin-
gent on an identifiable level of proficiency in the languages concerned, as indi-
cated by DEGROOT and KROLL (1997) as well as KESCKES and PAPP (2000 a,
2000 b, 2003). This question has been addressed by the threshold hypothesis
(CUMMINS, 1976, 2000), which maintains that bilinguals need to achieve high
proficiency in both their languages before they can experience cognitive and
linguistic advantages. The theory also makes reference to bilinguals with lower
proficiency in one of their languages, who will not experience positive or nega-
tive effects, and those with low proficiency in both languages, who tend to be
negatively affected. The hypothesis sparked a lot of controversy, especially with
regard to the lowest level. Interestingly but not surprisingly, more supporting
evidence has come to light. For instance, RICCIARDELLI (1992) found cognitive
benefits only among balanced bilinguals and neutral effects among children
who were less proficient in their L2. LEE and SCHALLERT (1997) found high cor-
relations between L1 and L2 reading at higher levels of L2 proficiency.
CUMMINS (2000) observes that a major obstacle to this type of research is the
lack of precise definitions of terms like proficiency, which is notoriously diffi-
cult to qualify in operational terms. This is why the exact threshold level will
remain hypothetical and speculative, at least for the time being (CUMMINS,
2000).

5. CONCLUSION

In the light of the data presented in this article there can be no doubt that
knowledge of languages has a profound impact on the language user’s mind,
which undergoes linguistic and cognitive transformation. However, since some
of the findings are not uniform, it is advisable to adopt a cautious approach and
consider the entire multitude of factors that surround a person’s bilingualism,
including their language biography, personality, education, as well as socio-
cultural status and the types of languages spoken. Furthermore, as shown by
ARABSKI (2007), who investigated the use of English loanwords by Polish teen-
agers, it is necessary to make a distinction between genuine psycholinguistic
processes that originate in the (transformed) multi-competent mind and those
that result from social pressure and are used to achieve goals that are not always
linguistic.

The data also suggest that some of the processes occurring in the bilingual
mind border on both language and cognition and that in order to understand
them better it will be necessary to apply more precise methodologies that will
allow researchers to distinguish between these two levels of representation. Ter-
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minology will obviously follow suit as more precise data will call for greater
precision of the language used to describe them. Literacy skills are a case in
point since although they clearly involve cognitive attributes they manifest
themselves through language use and do not exist independently of it. This has
led to some inconsistencies in the literature on the subject with researchers us-
ing terms such as cognitive, conceptual and literacy skills transfer quite freely.
It remains to be seen how 21st c. linguistics resolves these issues and ap-
proaches the complexities of the multi-competent mind.
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