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THE OTHER SIDE OF BILINGUALISM
• the great majority of research on bilingualism
focuses on phenomena that concern the
second language
• research on what happens to the native
language in this developmental process is
much more limited
• what phenomena can we observe in the L1,
and at what stages of development?
• which of these are attrition, and which of
them are something else?

ATTRITION RESEARCH THROUGH THE AGES I:
THE PRE-THEORETICAL PHASE (1930s-1970s)
1938: Einar Haugen, Language and Immigration:
“It is by slow, incessant attrition that
each foreigner has been turned into
an American, idea by idea, and word
by word.” (p. 1)

=> slowly developing recognition that the
native language of immigrants may not
only change across generations (shift)
but also within the lifespan of an individual
(attrition)
=> for several decades, work remained largely
qualitative or hypothetical
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ATTRITION RESEARCH THROUGH THE AGES II:
THE L2 PHASE (1980s-1990s)
1980: Richard Lambert sets out to investigate
if the time spent by American college
students on learning foreign languages
is essentially wasted (because they will
forget them once they leave college)
Richard D. Lambert
=> several ambitious projects are started
=> early studies find suprisingly high levels of
retention (e.g. Bahrick, 1984)
=> this is confirmed by other investigations (e.g. Weltens,
1988)

=> L2 attrition research fizzles out

ATTRITION RESEARCH THROUGH THE AGES III:
ENTER L1 (from the Netherlands) (~1982)
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language attrition as a process that is not merely
linguistic but also cognitive and social
bridging the methodological gap between large-scale
(corpus) studies of language shift and small-scale
studies of attrition
using a variety of elicitation methods (grammaticality
judgments, reaction time studies etc.) (Köpke & Schmid 2004)

AN EMERGING FIELD AND ITS STRUGGLES
• what is L1 attrition?
• what kinds of processes/phenomena does it
encompass?
• how do we measure it?
• at what point can we call L2-to-L1 transfer ‘attrition’?

ATTRITION RESEARCH THROUGH THE AGES III:
COMPETENCE OR PERFORMANCE? (1980s-1990s)
• need to distinguish competence vs. performance phenomena in attrition, “[o]nce we
can establish general principles for both
types of change separately, then we can
investigate the systematic relationships
between the two” (Sharwood Smith 1983a:49)
Mike Sharwood Smith
• it is “important to know whether a given
subject has lost or is even able to lose those
kinds of underlying mental representations
of his or her first language that may be
referred to as L1 competence.“ (Sharwood Smith &
van Buren 1991: 17 (their emphasis), see also Sharwood Smith 1983b, 1989)

Paul van Buren

ATTRITION RESEARCH THROUGH THE AGES III:
COMPETENCE OR PERFORMANCE? (1980s-1990s)
“effects of performance (accessing,
processing, control) need to be sorted
out from those of competence (tacit
knowledge): it is erosion that reaches
the level of competence that allows for
interesting claims about and meaningful insight into the attrition process."
(Seliger & Vago 1991: 7)
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this isn’t!! MODELS OF ATTRITION
EARLY
Stage I
systematic deviations in
(onset of
performance alone,
bilingualism) competence stays stable

Compound Bilingualism I:
traffic mainly or exclusively
L1-to-L2

Stage II

transitional stage, speaker
is in possession of a new
externally conditioned
variety, but able to switch
back to standard

Coordinate Bilingualism:
both languages exist largely
independently from each
other

emergence of new
competence

speaker is fluent in L2,
traffic from Stage I is
reversed, L2 ‘encroaches’
on L1 => attrition occurs

this is
attrition!!
Stage III
(onset of
attrition)

(Sharwood Smith, 1983)

(Seliger & Vago, 1991)

WHAT IS LANGUAGE ATTRITION?
• restricted view: ‘attrition’ is structural,
everything else is ‘just’ online conctact
between two language systems (e.g. Meisel, 2017)
attrition is rare, confined to situations of
extremely long periods of extremely low use
alongside very high L2 proficiency

high
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IN SEARCH FOR COMPETENCE LOSS...
• for a long time afterwards, attrition
studies had a somewhat unhealthy
obsession with the search for
‘competence erosion’…
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A MATTER OF COMPETENCE?
• how do we know whether a bilingual speaker
who uses the L1 differently from the
monolingual native does this because of a
change/restructuring of underlying
knowledge, or because of processing issues?
• processing: if speaker occasionally produces
target-like forms (Sharwood Smith & van Buren 1991:18)
• (later: competence if accuracy is below chance)
• competence if not amenable to introspection/
correction (Sharwood Smith 1983)
• competence maps on to off-line, performance
onto on-line tasks (Montrul, 2017)

CONSISTENTLY INACCURATE?
• early investigations of attrition measured error
rates against a hypothetical ‘baseline’ of 100%
accuracy (Schmid, 2004)
• where comparisons between attriters and
controls are made, findings typically show
• significant but small differences at group level
• a substantial proportion of attriters scoring
within the control group range
• limited levels of inaccuracy in even the most
strongly attrited participants (error rates < 5%)
(Montrul, 2008; Schmid, 2013; 2014)

CONSISTENTLY INACCURATE?
• example: investigation of German native
speakers (Holocaust survivors) (Schmid, 2002, 2004)
• AoA: 11-40, AaT: 68-102, LoR: > 50 years
• astonishingly high accuracy on
morphosyntactic features

number of errors per 1,000 spoken words

THE DATA FROM SCHMID (2002, 2004)

group differences are minor,
attrition effects modulated by
attitudes and trauma
error rates generally estimated
to be< 5% in even the ‘worst’
cases
speakers outside native range
on one feature tend to fall
inside on others
this is in line with other
attrition results
which of these speakers can we
legitimately call ‘attriters’?

CONSISTENTLY INACCURATE?
• example: investigation of German native
speakers (Holocaust survivors) (Schmid, 2002, 2004)
• AoA: 11-40, AaT: 68-102, LoR: > 50 years
• astonishingly high accuracy on
morphosyntactic features
• no sign of any ‘underlying restructuring’ even
in the most strongly attrited cases

• if these speakers do not have any actual
‘erosion’, then who will??

IN SEARCH FOR COMPETENCE LOSS...
• for a long time afterwards, attrition
studies had a somewhat unhealthy
obsession with the search for
‘competence erosion’…
• alas, we did not find any!

… but we found
lots of other things!

Barbara Köpke
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LEXICAL ATTRITION
• most immersed bilinguals report
word-finding difficulties, problems
with homophones etc. (see taxonomy of
lexical attrition effects by Pavlenko, 2004)

• it is almost axiomatic in attrition
Aneta Pavlenko
research to assume that the lexicon
will attrite ‘first’ and ‘most dramatically’ as
compared to other linguistic areas (e.g. de Bot, 1996;
Hulsen, 2000; Köpke & Nespoulous, 2001; Köpke & Schmid, 2004; Montrul,
2008; Opitz, 2011, etc. …)

LEXICAL ATTRITION

(Jarvis, forthc., Schmid & Jarvis, 2014)

• lower productivity on naming tasks
• lower accuracy/slower response
times on naming tasks
• less sophisticated vocabulary in
free speech
Scott Jarvis
• more disfluencies in free speech
the spread of activation through the lexical
network is less efficient!

PHONETIC ATTRITION
• Speech Learning Model (SLM): the
phonetic system remains adaptive
throughout the lifespan (development
does not stop in puberty)
• language systems exist in a shared
phonological space and interact
James Emil Flege
• equivalence classification leads late bilinguals
to “merge” phonetic categories (Flege 1987, MacKay et al.
2001)

• these mergers can be bi-directional

CURRENT WORK ON PHONETIC
ATTRITION
(PANEL AT ISB11, LIMERICK JUNE 2017)

• phonetic adaptation to the L2 and the development of
a foreign accent are common (de Leeuw, Schmid & Mennen, 2010;
Hopp & Schmid, 2013; Bergmann, Nota & Schmid, 2017, …)

• phonotactic restructuring/perception of segmental
phenomena susceptible to change (Cabrelli Amaro et al. 2017)
• perceptual sensitivity to phonological cues is shaped
by the L2 (Dmitrieva 2017)
top, ltr: M. Schmid,
Jennifer Cabrelli
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• phonetic adaptation to the L2 and the development of
a foreign accent are common (de Leeuw, Schmid & Mennen, 2010;
Hopp & Schmid, 2013; Bergmann, Nota & Schmid, 2017, …)

• phonotactic restructuring/perception of segmental
phenomena susceptible to change (Cabrelli Amaro et al. 2017)
• perceptual sensitivity to phonological cues is shaped
by the L2 (Dmitrieva 2017)
• whether the phonemic space can be restructured is debatable (de Leeuw, Tusha & Schmid, 2017)

Esther de Leeuw

GRAMMATICAL ATTRITION
• interpretation of overt/null pronouns
differs between monolinguals and
attriters (e.g. Gürel 2002; Tsimpli et al., 2005)
• overgeneralization of overt pronouns
to contexts appropriate to null pronouns (Tsimpli et al., 2005; Domínguez, 2013 )
• problems with discourse-licensed
but not syntax-licensed inversion

Ayşe Gürel

(Perpiñán, 2011)

• problems with interpretation of tense/
mood/aspect distinctions (Montrul, 2002)
Silvia Perpiñán

GRAMMATICAL ATTRITION
•other grammatical features, such
as gender concord, appear extremely stable:
• in free speech, attriters make no
more gender concord errors than
controls (Schmid, 2014 )
Christopher Bergmann
• EEG responses to violations remain
stable among late attriters
• ratings of grammaticality and off-line
gender assignment are at ceiling
(Bergmann et al., 2015; Seton et al., poster)

Bregtje Seton

GRAMMATICAL ATTRITION
•violations of verb agreement
(finiteness, singular/plural)
elicit a more-or-less nativelike P600
•in addition, attriters have a
central/posterior negativity
in the N400-window (Bergmann et al.,

Kristina Kasparian

2015; Kasparian, Vespignani & Steinhauer, 2016)

Karsten Steinhauer

INTERFACE HYPOTHESIS (Sorace 2005, 2011)
• adult learners and attriters have no
problem with grammatical properties
within any area (phonology, syntax,
semantics)
• properties interfacing with one of
these internal modules and language
-external modules (pragmatics, discourse) are problematic

Antonella Sorace

GENERAL PERCEPTION OF ATTRITION
• attrition “is a special case of variation in the
acquisition and use of a language” (Andersen, 1981)
• attrition occurs in “extreme situations
of reduced L1 use” (Costa & Sebastián-Gallés, 2014)
in long-term immersed bilinguals (i.e.,
after decades) at very high levels of L2
proficiency
Albert Costa
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EFFECTS OF THE L2 ON THE L1- LEXICAL ACCESS

• bilinguals are slower on lexical
access/retrieval tasks in their L1
than monolinguals, effect is modulated by word frequency (‘weaker links
hypothesis’) (e.g., Gollan et al., 2005, 2008)

Tamar Gollan

• bi-directional cognate facilitation
effects in naming, word association
and lexical decision (Bice & Kroll, 2015; van Hell &
Dijkstra, 2002)
Janet van Hell

EFFECTS OF THE L2 ON THE L1- LEXICAL ACCESS

• spoken word recognition and word
naming are slower in bilinguals
• naming speed as well as the effect
of phonological neighbourhood
density and spelling-sound regularity
are modulated L2 proficiency level
(e.g., Botezatu, 2016; Bramer et al., 2017)

Roxana Botezatu

EFFECTS OF THE L2 ON THE L1 – READING
• bilinguals are more strongly affected
by word frequency effects in L1 reading
than monolinguals
• decreased ease of processing and
fluency and reduction of perceptual
span in L1 reading
• increased L2 experience modifies the
earliest stages of L1 lexical access

Debra Titone

(Whitford & Titone, 2012, 2015)
Veronica Whitford

EFFECTS OF THE L2 ON THE L1 - SYNTAX
• bilinguals have a single integrated lexicon,
syntactic representations are shared
between languages as far as possible, integration effects increase with L2 proficiency
(e.g. Bernolet, Hartsuiker & Pickering, 2007, 2013; Hartsuiker,
Pickering & Veltkamp, 2004; Sanoudaki & Thierry, 2015)

• optionality of interpretation shifts towards
L2 preferences, e.g. in relative clause attachment (e.g., Dussias, 2004; Dussias & Sagarra, 2007),
• low frequency constructions grammatical in
L1 but ungrammatical in L2 may come to be
rejected at high L2 proficiency (Kasparian,
Vespignani & Steinhauer, 2016; Kasparian & Steinhauer, 2017)

Robert Hartsuiker

Giuli Dussias

THE TIMECOURSE OF L2-TO-L1 EFFECTS
• phonetic adaptation can be detected
after six weeks (Chang, 2012)
• L1 lexical retrieval is slower after six
months (Baus, Costa & Carreiras 2013), naming can
become faster in L2 than in L1 within
Charles Chang
three years (Frenck-Mestre 1993)
• relative clause attachment preferences change
within 3 years of immersion (Dussias, 2004)

L2-TO-L1 INFLUENCE AFFECTS ALL BILINGUALS
• “contrary to the claim that L2 affects L1
only when L2 speakers are highly
proficient, L2 learning begins to impact
L1 early in the development of the L2
skill.” (Bice & Kroll, 2015:966)
• shared neural support for processing two Judith F. Kroll
languages and fundamental permeability => this
affects all bilinguals, but makes them different
from monolinguals (Kroll, Dussias, Bice & Perrotti, 2015)
• this discovery has fundamentally changed the way
we think about bilingualism (Kroll, Bobb & Hoshino, 2014; Kroll
et al., 2015)

BEYOND ‘EROSION’ AND ‘LOSS’
• when two languages reside in the same mind,
they invariably affect each other
• this bidirectional crosslinguistic interference
can be seen at every linguistic level
• it is not necessarily a sign of erosion
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THE IMPLICATIONS OF ‘ATTRITION’
• ‘erosion’ is a necessary defining
property of attrition (but: the
available evidence does not support
the claim that mature L1 knowledge
is altered by co-activation) (Meisel, 2017)
• conventional boundaries of the term
involve loss, we should distinguish
temporary processing effects from
more permanent loss of linguistic
knowledge (Bardovi-Harlig & Stringer, 2017)

Jürgen Meisel

Kathleen
Bardovi-Harlig
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but we only call them
we
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things
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here!
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THE IMPLICATIONS OF ‘ATTRITION’
• "It is high time that we as a field decide
on a more accurate and more positive
term for language differences across
speakers that does not put emphasis on
the apparent deficiency of bilingualism
but rather highlights the increasingly
evident reality that there is no one
monolingual norm or clearly definable
situation of ‘complete acquisition’” (Allen, 2017)

Shanley Allen

A DIFFERENT TERM THAN ‘ATTRITION’?
• this has been tried in the past:
• in 1982, Mike Sharwood Smith suggested ‘crosslinguistic interfluence’
to capture bidirectionality
• a Google Scholar search suggests
Mike Sharwood Smith
that this is now used mainly for
• simultaneous bilingual development
• L3 development
• but not specifically for attrition

A DIFFERENT TERM THAN ‘ATTRITION’?
• this has been tried in the past:
• Viv Cook has proposed “effects of
the second language on the first”
• unfortunately, this term has many
permutations/variants and so is not
Viv Cook
searchable
• attempts to do so find far more instances of
L1-to-L2 transfer than vice versa
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ATTRITION IS BEAUTIFUL!
• the term has provided cohesion to an emerging
research field
• its conventionalized implications may not
accurately reflect the developmental processes
• for researchers with experience in attrition
research, this does not seem to pose a problem
• so it is probably just a matter of reaching a wider
audience

CONCLUSION: THE OTHER SIDE OF
BILINGUALISM
• when a previously monolingual speaker becomes
bilingual, her L1 is immediately affected in
multiple ways
• these effects fluctuate across time
• they are as real and as important as indicators of
bilingual development and processing as anything
we can see in the L2

bilingualism is not a one-way street!
let’s stop pretending it is!

CONCLUSION: THE OTHER SIDE OF
BILINGUALISM
• these effects exist on a continuum
• any attempt at drawing a line through it,
distinguishing attrition and non-attrition, is
arbitrary and unhelpful

every bilingual is also an attriter!

THANK YOU!
Monika S. Schmid
Centre for Research in Language Development
throughout the Lifespan, University of Essex
languageattrition.org
languageattrition
@MonikaSSchmid
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