
AThEME POLICY BRIEF
Advancing the European Multilingual Experience (AThEME)
is a 5- year collaborative research project investigating cogni-
tive, linguistic and sociological issues in multilingual Europe.
This particular policy brief is based on AThEME ndings deal-
ing with the linguistic and cognitive e ects of multilingual-
ism; it is complementary to the Policy Brief on Cognitive
Aspects of Multilingual Communicative Interaction.

Introduction
Linguistic diversity is one of the key fea-
tures of the EU and is seen by many as a
valuable resource for economic growth, so-
cial cohesion and cultural identity. The Eu-
ropean Commission formulates this idea as:
‘The harmonious co-existence of many lan-
guages in Europe is a powerful symbol of
the EU’s aspiration to be united in diver-
sity, one of the cornerstones of the Euro-
pean project.’ Since language policy is cur-
rently determined on the national level, the
EU plays more of a supporting but neverthe-
less crucial role in promoting and/or main-
taining linguistic diversity by coordinating or
supplementing actions of its Member States.
During the December 2017 Council of the
EU, the EU heads of state reiterated this im-
portant role and called on Europe and its in-
stitutions to continue e orts in ‘enhancing
the learning of languages, so that more young
people will speak at least two European lan-
guages in addition to their mother tongue’.

The current common public understanding
of multilingualism often oscillates between
two opposite views: the negative view that
multilingualism is e ortful and communica-
tion between speakers of di erent languages
is more di cult than when speakers share
the same language; and the positive view
that regardless of the context and type of
exposure experienced by speakers, multilin-
gualism is always bene cial, especially from
the perspective of general cognitive abilities.

Three open issues are raised by these views:

• First, the common perception underlying
both views is that multilinguals are either
better or worse than monolinguals; mul-
tilingualism is therefore always de ned by
implicit or explicit comparisons with mono-
linguals, who still are the standard point
of reference in many educational, health,
and policy settings (as was described in
our earlier Policy Brief on Regional minor-
ity languages published in March 2018)).
Research and public practice as well as
policies in society should recognise that,
increasingly, it makes more sense to com-
pare multilinguals with other multilinguals
along a continuum de ned by many di er-
ent experiential factors (such as age of rst
exposure, quantity and quality of input re-
ceived, level of active use, and literacy).

• The second related issue concerns the im-
portance of active language use and com-
municative interaction, in addition to pas-
sive exposure: this is generally underes-
timated in both bilingual and language
learning settings.

• The third issue is whether multilingualism
is the only type of experience that may
‘train’ the brain and have positive linguis-
tic and cognitive e ects: if other types of
experiences have similar outcomes, they
might be combined in particular ways to
enhance learning.

Besides bringing important nuances to the
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public understanding of multilingualism,
these issues also have relevant policy impli-
cations. Evidence-based policies are consid-
ered essential for e ective decision-making,
but all too often (preconceived) perceptions
and assumptions play an unintended role
in informing certain policies. For example,
many educational policies on language learn-
ing at school implicitly assume that limited
amounts of passive exposure to a second lan-
guage are su cient, or that the same type
of exposure is equally e ective for younger
and older children. Also common is the idea
that separation between the two languages
should be in place to ensure pro ciency in
both languages; or that contacts between the
two languages is an index of ‘confusion’ in
bilingual speakers or ‘contamination’ in bilin-
gual communities (see Policy Brief Regional
minority languages). Moreover, a misinter-
pretation of current research is that linguis-
tic and cognitive e ects are brought about by
multilingualism regardless of the amount and
type of communicative interaction and use
of the spoken language. Finally, the educa-
tional curriculum can bene t not only from
the e ects of multilingualism and language
learning but also from other types of train-
ing.

In an e ort to contribute to a better un-
derstanding of the e ects of multilingual-
ism, AThEME researchers investigate chil-
dren and adults speaking or learning di erent
languages in di erent communities and edu-
cational contexts. Their ndings show that:

• The e ects of multilingualism on cogni-
tive control depend on the status of the
two languages and the dynamics of com-
municative interaction in bilingual commu-
nities.

• Multilingualism a ects not only cognitive
control but also speakers’ sensitivity to the
appropriateness of language use in di er-
ent contexts.

• Multilingualism is not the only type of ex-
perience yielding linguistic bene ts: early
musical training can also lead to better
perception of intonational di erences in a
new language.

• Communicative interaction enhances
shared understanding and converging ways
of perceiving the world both among speak-
ers of the same language and among
speakers of di erent languages, but con-
vergence is not necessarily automatic in
interactions involving non-native speakers,
especially from linguistically and culturally
di erent backgrounds.

Evidence and analysis

The rst relevant nding is that the cogni-
tive aspects of multilingual communica-
tive interaction depend on the ways in
which the two languages are used in the
community.

AThEME research in Leiden (the Nether-
lands) investigated the relationship be-
tween code-switching and cognitive control
in Frisian–Dutch bilingual children. For
Frisian–Dutch bilinguals, mixing of Dutch
(the majority language) into Frisian (the mi-
nority language) is common, but mixing of
Frisian into Dutch is not. Therefore, Frisian–
Dutch bilinguals need to maintain some de-
gree of language separation when they speak
Dutch, but not when they speak Frisian.
AThEME researchers showed that frequency
of code-switching from Dutch to Frisian, but
not from Frisian to Dutch, is related to cog-
nitive control. This nding supports the hy-
pothesis that code-switching requires more
cognitive control when a bilingual speaker
has to maintain some degree of language sep-
aration between his or her two languages. It
also points to the usefulness of having op-
portunities to switch between languages in
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a exible way, depending on di erent inter-
locutors.

The second relevant nding is that multi-
linguals show enhanced sensitivity to the
appropriateness of language expressions
in the context of communicative interac-
tions.

A collaborative team from the University of
Nova Gorica (Slovenia) and CNRS Lyon
(France) examined the e ect of multilin-
gualism on speakers’ adherence to pragmatic
principles, more speci cally to a principle re-
quiring the evaluation of di erent ways of
phrasing an utterance and choosing the one
that is based on access to information shared
by both speaker and listener. For example,
John knows that Peter lives in London dif-
fers from John thinks that Peter lives in Lon-
don because only the former presupposes the
fact that Peter actually lives in London; the
use of think is inappropriate if presupposition
of a fact holds. Awareness of these presup-
positions is known to develop over time in
monolingual children. The study compared
the performance of two monolingual groups
of 9 to 13 year-old children speaking Italian or
Slovenian, and a group of Italian–Slovenian
bilingual children matched by age. Using
an experimental paradigm that was based on
the di erences in the meaning of the pair of
verbs think and know in Slovenian and Ital-
ian, it was experimentally established that
multilingualism positively a ects pragmatic
abilities in this age group. Although all par-
ticipants demonstrated adult-like knowledge
of the relevant pragmatic principle, bilinguals
were shown to be more likely to detect con-
texts where such pragmatic alternatives must
be evaluated than their monolingual peers
and adapt to the linguistic demands of such
contexts. This advantage, in turn, is likely to
be related to bilinguals’ more e cient exec-
utive control in evaluating alternatives in the
light of their mental state and the mental
state of others, choosing the most appropri-

ate one and discarding the other.

The third relevant nding is that multilin-
gualism and musical training in children
have similar linguistic e ects on the per-
ception of sound properties of a new lan-
guage.

Researchers from the University of Nova Gor-
ica (Slovenia) and CNRS Lyon (France) es-
tablished that both children who are early
bilinguals, and children who have been ex-
posed to a musical training early in life, man-
ifest a greater sensitivity to prosodic (sound)
properties of sentences in an unknown lan-
guage. The researchers tested 108 Slove-
nian children who were bilingual, musically
trained, or both. They found that both
groups outperformed monolingual or non-
musically trained children in discriminating
sentences in an unknown language (French)
on the basis of the sentences’ overall intona-
tional patterns. Although there was no ev-
idence of cumulative e ects of multilingual-
ism and musical training, the results support
the growing body of evidence that multilin-
gualism positively a ects aspects of linguistic
knowledge, but not uniquely since other ex-
periences may produce similar e ects. The
perceptual aspects investigated in this study
are particularly relevant for the spoken lan-
guage and therefore for learning in commu-
nicative interaction between native and non-
native speakers.

The fourth nding of the AThEME project
is that communicative interaction leads
to better convergence among speakers’
ways of labelling objects, but this con-
vergence is less automatic in interac-
tions between speakers with di erent
language and cultural backgrounds.

There are clear-cut di erences in how lan-
guages categorise the world, and these dif-
ferences can lead to monolingual and multi-
lingual interlocutors having signi cantly dif-
ferent ways of naming objects in everyday
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life. Knowing that these di erences exist can
help second language learners better under-
stand the conceptual and categorical di er-
ences across the languages that they speak.
This understanding in turn can support bet-
ter communication between native and non-
native speakers of a language.

AThEME researchers in Edinburgh (United
Kingdom) conducted research on how peo-
ple use language to label groups of objects,
how labels a ect the categorization of ob-
jects in interactive settings, and whether peo-
ple’s labels are likely to converge in com-
municative interactions with speakers of the
same language or of very di erent languages
(English and Mandarin Chinese). The nd-
ings emphasise the importance of context for
novel labelling e ects on the way speakers
categorize. An online categorization tasks
was used with instructions that did or did not
promote labelling objects in a manner that
would make sense to other people. Novel la-
bels only increased category coherence when
the context required participants to sort with
other people in mind, and this was found
both in native–native and in native–non-
native interactions. Arguably this is because
language is strongly tied to communication
and, as such, can be used to help people
coordinate and converge in speci cally com-
municative contexts. However, in native–
to-non-native interactions, just interacting
about categories is not su cient to bring
speakers’ categories closer together. These
speakers must share a goal of coordinating
their categories (i.e., making their categories
more similar) in order for interaction to bring
about greater similarity in their categories.
While further research is needed on labelling
in interactions between speakers from more
similar linguistic and cultural backgrounds,
this study shows that achieving coherence
in how we label objects can be crucial to
successful communication both within and
across native speakers of di erent languages,

which is particularly relevant in today’s ever-
more multilingual world. In sum, this strand
of AThEME research focused on the lin-
guistic and cognitive e ects of multilingual
communicative interactions, at di erent ages
(older children vs. adults), in di erent con-
texts (multilingual vs. monolingual commu-
nities), and for di erent aspects (pragmatic,
lexical, perceptual) and compared with dif-
ferent types of learning experience (language
vs. music).

Overall, the ndings point to the fact
that linguistic and cognitive e ects are
strongly intertwined. At the cognitive level,
the results show that the e ects of code-
switching depend on the status of the lan-
guages and the direction of switching. At
the linguistic level, the evidence suggests
that multilingualism enhances sensitivity to
pragmatically appropriate linguistic choices,
which may be related to perspective-taking
and cognitive control rather than knowledge
per se. While the results also indicate the
bene ts of interaction in converging on mu-
tually shared ways of labeling objects, they
suggest that this process of mutual conver-
gence is not automatic in interactions with
non-native speakers from very di erent back-
grounds. Finally, the comparison between
multilingualism and musical training shows
similar bene cial e ects on the perception of
sound aspects of a new language.

Policy implications and
recommendations

The AThEME research reported above focus
on the cognitive and linguistic e ects of mul-
tilingualism across the lifespan, with special
reference to the use of di erent languages in
interactive communication, in di erent con-
texts, and in comparison with other types of
experiences. While more research is needed,
we o er the following recommendations:
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Raise awareness of the naturalness of lan-
guage switching in situations of language
contact.

This can take di erent forms, for example:

• provide speakers with information on how
languages in contact a ect each other and
complete separation is not necessary either
for language maintenance or for preserva-
tion of good standards (see Policy Brief
Regional minority languages);

• encourage speakers of the majority lan-
guage to learn local minority languages not
only for cultural preservation but also as an
opportunity for cognitive training, without
being afraid of mixing the two languages.

Increase exposure to the spoken lan-
guage and o er opportunities for com-
munication in language learning educa-
tional contexts.

This may be achieved by:

• involving trained student volunteers who
are native speakers of the target language
in classroom activities with students and
teachers;

• creating more age-appropriate social me-
dia resources (e.g., vlogging) in the target
language and encourage learners to make
more use of existing ones (e.g., videos, dis-
cussions and quizzes).

O er both second language learning and
musical training in educational settings
at an earliest age.

This may involve:

• teaching a musical instrument through the
medium of a second language;

• creating opportunities for children to play
an instrument and sing in a second lan-
guage at the same time, facilitating ‘trans-
fer of training’ e ects between music and
language;

• embedding language learning into frequent
enjoyable low-cost music playschool ses-
sions run by professional music educators
in a second language.

Research Parameters

AThEME is a 5-year collaborative research
project studying multilingualism in Europe.
Researchers from 17 partner institutions
across 8 European countries worked on (1)
investigating cognitive, linguistic and soci-
ological issues in multilingual Europe, (2)
assessing existing public policies and prac-
tices within the areas of education and health
and (3) contributing to evidence-based pol-
icy making.

The project focused on four main research
themes: (a) regional minority languages,
(b) heritage languages, (c) atypical bilin-
gualism and communicative impairment,
and (d) the cognitive aspects of being
multilingual. The aim is to advance knowl-
edge of the various factors that contribute
to successful multilingualism in di erent en-
vironments and in typical and atypical con-
texts, as well as to understand how mul-
tilingualism a ects language comprehension
in human interaction, and what the e ects
of multilingualism are at the neuro-cognitive
level.

The main research objective related to
the linguistic and cognitive e ects of
multilingualism were to understand the
e ects of code-switching in multilingual
communities, the ways multilingualism
a ects pragmatic understanding and ob-
ject categorization in interaction, and
the similarities between multilingualism
and musical training. To this end, the
following objectives were identi ed and ad-
dressed:

• To investigate the e ects of the direction-
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ality of code-switching between a minority
and a majority language

• To assess the e ects of multilingualism
on less-studied aspects of language, such
as pragmatic appropriateness and labelling
new objects in interaction

• To compare the e ects of multilingualism
and musical training on auditory percep-
tion of the sound system of a new language

A de ning feature of the AThEME project is
its interdisciplinarity, involving researchers
from theoretical linguistics, experimental lin-
guistics and cognitive psychology working to-
gether to address complex research questions
arising in di erent contexts of multilingual-
ism. AThEME research combined theoreti-
cal and empirical work. Most of the linguis-

tic research was qualitative, but some teams
used a range of quantitative methods. Most
of the psycholinguistic research was experi-
mental and relied on a variety of methods to
collect both online and o ine data.

Dissemination plays an important role in
the AThEME project and was coordinated
jointly by Bilingualism Matters centre in Ed-
inburgh (through a network of branches set
up in each partner country) and the Taalstu-
dio in Amsterdam. Dissemination meetings
were organised every other year in order to
establish and facilitate contact and exchange
between research teams and di erent groups
of practitioners. More details on the ATh-
EME project, its activities and research out-
comes are available on www.atheme.eu.
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