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Abstract

Multilingualism has become increasingly common in modern society. Development
of language ability can occur at any age, however, the reason for acquiring multiple
languages can vary. The current study focuses on the language development of a group of
adult multilinguals, and how they came to acquire multiple languages, as well as their use
of languages throughout their life and in their current daily life. The results suggest that
it is possible for language to be acquired at any age and used as a primary daily language
or workplace language, as long as the context for using the language is valued or of great

importance to the language user.
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1. Introduction

The following study is based on a series of inquiries made into the acquisition of
languages by multilinguals. Having frequent contact with multilingual family, friends,
and coworkers, I began to wonder how multilinguals viewed their own development
of languages, and whether they were conscious of the language choices they make in
everyday life. To investigate this an instrument was designed and given to a group of
20 participants from my acquaintances, with various nationalities, gender, languages, and
first languages (L1). Questions about development of a second language (L2) have been
constant in the field of second language acquisition, however much research overlooks
the qualitative inferences that can be made from observation and self-reporting done by

subjects of interest.

2. Literature Review

2. 1 Multilingualism and Power

Power can be found everywhere, and according to Foucauldian theory, this is not
necessarily a negative trait of society (Fejes, 2013). In fact, power can come in the form
of knowledge, of which having more or less can either distance someone from society, or
allow them to participate in it. Balance, or equal distribution of power, is thus necessary
in keeping society in check (Alexander & Baker, 1995). Language falls into the category
of knowledge, and as seen in this study, language is often not equally accessible, however
it can become contextually indispensable. For many bilingual and multilingual speakers
who learned their L2 or L3 at a later age, it was due to their occupation, location, or social
relationships, and used as a lingua franca. Porras et al. (2014) suggested that globalization
could also be a driving factor in the growing necessity of learning additional languages
later in life, so as to improve communication in the workplace.

Multilingualism is a term often used interchangeably with bilingualism, resulting in
a variety of interpretations, as noted by Baker (2011) and Sia and Dewaele (2006). For
simplicity, multilingualism is operationalized in this study as the ability to use more than
two languages (Cambridge University Press, n.d.).

Baker (2011) proposed that multilingualism can be developed through various
“routes,” including multilingualism from birth, from subsequent exposure during

childhood, and from entering new language communities.

2. 2 Multilingualism and Feelings

One interesting area that has been pursued in the field of second language acquisition
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(SLA) has been the feelings felt while switching between languages as a multi-language
user. Dewaele and Nakano (2012) researched self-perception of emotions that multilinguals
reported from switching between their L1, L2, L3, and L4. Participants in their study
(N = 106) were mostly comprised of university students that were studying abroad
outside of their L1 environment. In order to collect data, participants completed an online
questionnaire which focused on sociographical background, educational, and linguistic
history. The researchers found that self-perceived proficiency was a predictor of the
scales, mostly in the participants’ L2 and L3, together with age of acquisition (later in life),
which suggested that acquiring language at an older age contributed more to positive self-

perception of multi-language use.

3. The Present Study

The origin of this study came from the question “how do bilinguals view themselves
as language users?” Initially, I felt that pursuing the use of language by bilinguals would
be interesting. However, as I considered multilinguals that I know, I decided instead to
focus on how self-perception of themselves as language users would give better insight
in two areas: how to not only better understand the importance of learning an L2 or L3,
but also the way in which language contributes to everyday existence for multilinguals.
As a pilot study, the instrument used was also developed as an inquiry into how better

instruments can be developed for future investigations into linguistic backgrounds.

4. Methodology

4. 1 Participants

The participants (N = 20) in this study were acquaintances of the researcher, who
were invited to participate via email. After giving consent to participate in the study,
an invitation to the online survey was sent through a web link during subsequent
correspondence. Each of the participants were selected for having either an L2 or an L3,
as well as representing a variety of nationalities, ethnicities, socio-economic backgrounds,

ages, and genders (see Table 1 and Table 2 for details).
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Table 1 Demographics of Participants: Gender and Age

Age Female Male

7 (%) 7 (%) 7 (%)
20-29 1(11) 1 (5
30-39 6 (67) 7 (64) 13 (65)
40-49 1(11) 327 4 (20)
60-69 1(11) 1)
70-79 109 1(5
Total 9 (45) 11 (55) 20

Table 2 Demographics of Participants: Nationality

Nationality 1 (%)
American 5 (25)
Australian 2 (10
British 2 (10)
Canadian 4 (20)
Indonesian 19
Japanese 5 (25)
Korean 1)
Total 20

4. 2 Procedures

A 23-item survey (Appendix A) was created for this study, with the purpose of
eliciting some preliminary information about the participants, and how their languages
have contributed to their lives. In order to develop the items, first the nature of the study
was considered. The intention of the research was to examine the role of language in
the lives of multilinguals, so the items needed to reflect this as much as possible. Once
the survey was completed, it was uploaded to www.surveymonkey.com and a link was

provided to each participant.

4. 3 Measurement

The instrument was designed to investigate six aspects of the nature of language
and multilingualism: general information about the participants, demographics of the
participants, the languages used by the participants, the average daily usage of languages
by the participants, information about participants families, as well as other possible
ways in which the participants interact with their L2 and/or L3. For details, see Appendix
A.
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4. 4 Analyses
After the data was extracted from www.surveymonkey.com, it was converted for use
with Microsoft Excel software. Due to time constraints, only general descriptive analyses

were performed.

5. Results

The data collected from the survey is discussed together with Tables below.

The analyses of the participants’ demographics revealed that the majority of
participants were American (z = 5) or Japanese (7 = 5), with the remaining participants
being Australian, British, Canadian, Indonesian, or Korean (see Table 2). At the time of the
study, the majority of participants resided outside of their birth countries (7 = 16). As for
professions, 70% (n = 14) reported their profession to be education related. See Table 3 for

more details.

Table 3 Demographics of Participants: Profession

Profession 7 (%)
Education 14 (70)
Health 2 (10)
Homemaker 1 (5)
Retired 2 (10)
Student 1 (5)
Total 20

Demographics of language among participants were quite varied. All 20 participants
reported an L2, however only 13 reported an L3. In Table 4 the results from the survey
show that the majority spoke English (z = 14) or Japanese (z = 5) as their L1, while
Japanese (7 = 9) and English (#» = 6) were also the most common L2. Participants were
allowed to select multiple languages for their L1, L2, or L3, which occurred among a few
participants  L3s, thus no percentages were provided for L3s. The most common L3 were

Spanish (7 = 5) and French (7 = 4). See Table 4 for more details.

- 131 —



KRB AR AR EL 51875 (2021)

Table 4 Demographics of Participants: L1, L2, L3

L1 L2 L3
Language 7 (%) 1 (%) n
Chinese 1 (5) 3
English 14 (70) 6 (30)
French 3 (15) 4
German 1
Japanese 5 (25) 9 (45) 1
Korean 1(5) 2
Spanish 5
Vietnamese 1) 1
Welsh 1
Total 20 20 13

With regards to language used by participants at home and school, English was most

common, followed by Japanese and French. See Table 5 for more details.

Table 5 Demographics of Participants: Language Usage

Home ES. JHS. / HS. University
Language n n n n
Chinese 2 1 1
English 11 13 14 17
French 1 3 5
German 1
Japanese 5 6
Korean 1 2
Spanish 1 3 3
Vietnamese 1
Welsh 1 1

Note. E.S. refers to Elementary School, J.H.S. refers to Junior High School, and H.S. refers to High School

Responding to item 14 (have you ever lived in a country or area with a different
language than your L1?), only two participants said that they had not. Responding to item
15 (what languages do / did you speak at your workplace?), 16 participants reported that
they use two languages at work, three participants reported that they use between three
and five languages at work, while only one participant reported using one language at
work. See Table 6 for more details. Item 16 asked participants about which languages
are spoken in their home. Only five languages were selected, including Chinese, English,

French, Japanese, and Korean. See Table 7 for more details.
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Table 6 Demographics of Participants: Languages at Work

Language 1 (%)
Chinese 3 (15)
English 18 (90)
French 2 (10)
Japanese 17 (85)
Korean 1 (5)
Spanish 1 (5)
Vietnamese 1(5)

Table 7 Demographics of Participants: Languages at Home

Language n
Chinese

English 20
French 1

Japanese 14
Korean 2

Ttems 17-19 asked participants to provide an approximation for the time they use
their L1 / L2 / L3 in an average day, using percentages. On an average day, the majority
of participants (72 = 15) indicated that they mostly speak their L1 (51%-100% of the day) on
an average day, while 80% (72 = 16) speak their L2 less than half of an average day. Very

few use their L3 in an average day. See Table 8 for more details.

Table 8 Demographics of Participants: Language Use in an Average Day

L1 L2 L3
% 1 (%) 1 (%) 1 (%)
0 2 (10) 10 (77)
1-30 3 (15) 8 (40) 3(23)
31-50 2 (10) 6 (30)
51-65 3 (15) 1(5
66-80 5 (25) 2 (10)
81-100 7 (35) 15
Total 20 20 13

With regards to item 20 (are any of your family members also bilingual?), of the
20 participants in this study, only three reported that there are no other bilingual /
multilinguals in their family. With regards to item 21 (Do your parents have the same first

language?), only two of the 20 participants reported that they do not.
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Ttems 22 and 23 asked participants about the media which they use that is not in their
L1. Three participants reported that they do not read books, magazines, or websites in
more than one language, while only one participant reported that they do not watch TV,
movies, or listen to music in more than one language.

The last two items of the survey asked participants with children (2 = 13) whether
they spoke another language with their children together with their spouse (item 24) and
which languages that they used (item 25). 85% (12 = 11) of the participants with children
responded that they use more than one language with them, of which they all indicated

that the languages they use are English and Japanese.

6. Discussion

The most interesting results from this study included the findings about multilinguals
coming from monolingual families, the participants who mostly use their L2 in daily life,
and participants who became multilingual later in life.

The majority of multilinguals in this study indicated that the main usage of their L2
or L3 was at their workplace, with a few using it mostly at home. Recently there has been
a global trend of employers seeking multilinguals for jobs (Porras et al., 2014), possibly due
to globalization and efforts to reduce anxiety for L1 speakers that they could otherwise
feel from encountering speakers of a different L1 in the workplace, creating stress from
miscommunications, etc. With regards to Foucauldian theory, this could be seen either
positively as a balance of power (shared languages) or negatively as an unwillingness
to balance language usage throughout society, so as to not exclude minority language
speakers.

Baker (2011) commented that “rarely are bilinguals equal in their ability or use of
their two or more languages” (p. 4), as was seen in this study. However, the results from
this study were that 20% (12 = 4) spoke their L2 more than 50% of their day, with 30% (n =
6) indicating that they use their L2 35-50% of an average day. This group of participants
fell into one of two categories: they were either living in a country that does not use
their L1 (# = 8), or they do not have the same L1 as their spouse (# = 8). This suggests
that context has a great influence on necessity, and future studies could use follow-up
interviews and proficiency tests to confirm whether such participants are required to use
it in their daily life, and whether they have sufficient ability to use their L2 as a lingua
franca in their settings.

One final point of interest from the study was about age of acquisition. While
participants were not asked to indicate at what point they considered themselves

multilingual, only five spoke more than one language at home while growing up, six spoke
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two or more languages in elementary school, 11 spoke two or more in junior / high school,
and 12 spoke two or more in university. This implies that eight of the 20 participants
(40%) did not focus on language learning until after completing university, and only
two of these eight spoke more than one language at home. The majority of these eight
participants (75%, 7 = 6) indicated only using their L2 5-30% of an average day, however
the other two participants indicated between 55% and 80% usage of their L2 in an average
day. For learners of an L2 that they didn't acquire until they were adults, that is a very

substantial amount of non-L1 language use.

7. Conclusion

7. 1 Implications

While this study is unable to provide conclusive evidence as to the main benefits of
multilingualism, the participants indicated that they were able to live and work using their
L2 and L3, and despite some participants coming from monolingual families, most of the
multilingual parents in the study indicated that they were raising their children to also
be multilingual. A positive impact on society could thus be that having more multilingual
members ensures the survival of languages, so long as they have contexts in which to use
them, and see the value in using them.

With regard to becoming multilingual, the results from this study suggest that
language acquisition for a variety of contexts can be a motivational force that language
learners can benefit from. Real-world examples of L2 and L3 users are important to
remind students that not only can they achieve their language acquisition goals, but also

provide a multitude of potential uses for their target L2 or L3.

7. 2 Limitations

While there was a large volume of information obtained in this study, data was only
obtained through a convenience sample and the number of participants was not enough
to make stronger claims about their respective groups. To improve this study, increasing
the number of participants from each background would serve to provide better insight
into how participants view themselves as multilinguals.

For a more focused study, however, perhaps it would be most beneficial to focus on
one aspect of being a multilingual, such as a shared L1, gender, age, or place of origin, and
collect data from as many participants as possible with that commonality instead of from
such a broad grouping as in the current study, possibly in a series of case studies.

Claims of validity for the instrument are also difficulty, as no investigations into such

dimensions were conducted, due to time constraints.

- 135 -



KRB B R AL B4 1875 (2021)

7. 3 Future Studies

Moving forward, future studies should include revisions to the instrument used in this
study to include greater understanding of the media participants view, their education,
and more detail about their families. Further studies would also benefit from including
proficiency measures, so as to assess how proficient the participants are with their L2
or L3. Including some additional questions about learner-specific traits, such as their
willingness to communicate in each of their respective languages and their self-efficacy
for each of their languages, and to find out in which contexts they would use each of their
languages would also be beneficial. Interviewing participants would also be advantageous
to determine the extent to which they are able to function well within their workplace
with their L2 or L3. Perhaps one final addition to a future study would be to inquire
about whether L2 or L3 usage is viewed as positive or negative within their respective

communities.
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Appendix A

Bilingualism Survey

Thank you for participating in my survey! All information you provide will be kept confidential,

and will be permanently deleted upon request.

1. First name (this information will be kept confidential, and only used in order to keep track of

respondents)

2. Your age
18-19 years old
20-29 years old
30-39 years old
40-49 years old
50-59 years old
60-69 years old
70-79 years old
80-89 years old

3. Gender
Male

Female

4. Your country of origin (Where you were born)

5. Your country of residence (Where you currently live)

6. Your profession
Education
Service industry
Government
Health
Finance
Law
Full-time Student
Retired
Other (please specify)

7. What language do you consider to be your first language (L1)?

English

French
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Japanese
Chinese
Mandarin
Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic
Ttalian
Spanish
Portuguese

Other (please specify)

8. What language do you consider to be your second language (L2)?
English
French
Japanese
Chinese
Mandarin
Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic
Italian
Spanish
Portuguese

Other (please specify)

9. If you speak a third or more languages, please choose from below (more than one answer is
possible).

English
French
Japanese
Chinese
Mandarin
Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic
Italian
Spanish
Portuguese

Other (please specify)
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10. What languages did you speak at home when you were growing up? (more than 1 answer is

possible).
English
French
Japanese
Chinese
Mandarin
Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic
Italian
Spanish
Portuguese

Other (please specify)

11. What languages did you speak at your elementary school? (more than 1 answer is possible).
English
French
Japanese
Chinese
Mandarin
Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic
Italian
Spanish
Portuguese

Other (please specify)

12. What languages did you speak at your junior high school / high school? (more than 1 answer is

possible).
English
French
Japanese
Chinese
Mandarin
Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic
Italian

Spanish
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Portuguese

Other (please specify)

13. What languages did you speak at your university / college? (more than 1 answer is possible).
English
French
Japanese
Chinese
Mandarin
Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic
Italian
Spanish
Portuguese

Other (please specify)

14. Have you ever lived in a country or area with a different language than your L1?
Yes
No

15. What languages do / did you speak at your workplace? (more than 1 answer is possible).
English
French
Japanese
Chinese
Mandarin
Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic
Italian
Spanish
Portuguese

Other (please specify)

16. What languages do you speak in your home? (more than 1 answer is possible).
English
French
Japanese
Chinese

Mandarin
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Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic
Italian
Spanish
Portuguese

Other (please specify)

17. How much time do you speak your L1 on an average day?
0%
1-30%
31-50%
51-65%
66-80%
81-100%

18. How much time do you speak your L2 on an average day?
0%
1-30%
31-50%
51-65%
66-80%
81-100%

19. How much time do you speak your L3 (if you have one) on an average day?
0%
1-30%
31-50%
51-65%
66-80%
81-100%

20. Are any of your family members also bilingual? If so, please write the languages they speak below.

21. Do your parents have the same first language?
Yes
No

I'm not sure
22. Do you read books / magazines / websites in more than one language?

Yes
No
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23. Do you watch TV / movies / listen to music in more than one language?
Yes
No

24. If you have children, did you and your spouse speak more than one language with them?
Yes
No

25. If you have children, which languages do / did you and your spouse speak with them? (more than
1 answer is possible).

English
French
Japanese
Chinese
Mandarin
Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic
Italian
Spanish
Portuguese

Other (please specify)
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