Synergetic themes in cognitive and sociocultural bilingualism research: Moving
towards a transdisciplinary approach
The picture that emerges of the French-English bilingual in Montreal is that of a
youngster whose wider experiences in two cultures have given him advantages which a
monolingual does not enjoy. Intellectually his experience with two language systems
seems to have left him with a mental flexibility, a superiority in concept formation, and a
more diversified set of mental abilities, in the sense that the patterns of abilities

developed by bilinguals were more heterogeneous.

(Peal & Lambert, 1962, p. 20)

Larry is a gifted speaker of the Black English vernacular (BEV) as opposed to standard
English (SE)... Larry also provides a paradigmatic example of the rhetorical style of
BEV: he can sum up a complex argument in a few words, and the full force of his
opinions comes through without qualification or reservation.... The reader will note the
speed and precision of Larry's mental operations. He does not wander, or insert
meaningless verbiage.

(Labov, 1972, par. 21-24)
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Introduction

Over the past few decades, psychological research has brought to public attention the
many merits of being bilingual, i.e., speaking or using more than one language, or in the case of
bidialectals, more than one language variety. Although speaking two languages was once
considered a detriment to cognitive and language achievement (Saer, 1923), contemporary
psychology and sociolinguistics now provide both complimentary as well as seemingly
complementary views of bilingualism. On the one hand, sociolinguistic understandings of
language diversity are rooted in linguistics, sociology and anthropology. The asset-focused
perspective exemplified by Larry’s gifts, described above in Labov’s (1972) early studies of
multidialectal African American English speakers, has given rise to the study of variationist
sociolinguistics, such as super-diversity (Vertovec, 2007) and translanguaging (Garcia, 2009),
that similarly valorize linguistic variation. Similarly, in the cognitive domain, an equally asset-
focused perspective is rooted in the field of psychology and its focus on the individual mind and
brain. The cognitive bilingual is embodied in Peal & Lambert’s (1962) study of French-English
bilinguals with superior mental capacities bestowed by multilingual experience.

Superficially, these two favorable depictions appear to be two sides of the same coin:
affirmations of the linguistic resources uniquely possessed by diverse individuals and groups.
Positive views of bilingual and to a lesser degree of bidialectal speakers in the modern era appear
to have supplanted earlier unfavorable representations of the unimportance or disadvantage of
speaking two languages (Saer, 1923). The legacy of bilingual cognitive inferiority is still found

in educational and linguistic concepts articulating deficiencies associated with racialized and



SYNERGETIC THEMES 3

politicized understandings of multilingual speakers: the vocabulary gap (Carlo et al., 2004),
incomplete acquisition (Montrul, 2006), semilingualism (Escamilla, 2006), and long-term
English learners (Freeman & Freeman, 2002). This apparent dichotomy between historical
devaluation and current appreciation of multilingualism, however, obscures deeper connections
to social and historical forces that have driven common paradigmatic change in both the
cognitive and the sociolinguistic study of bilingualism. In this chapter, we seek to describe deep-
seated links between cognitive psychology and sociolinguistics as common responses from two
fields grappling with changing views of what it means when individuals and societies use two,
three, or more languages. The chapter spotlights three parallel changes that unite the fields in a
shifting understanding of linguistic identity: 1) from singular and unitary to multiple and
intersectional; 2) from homogeneous to heterogeneous; 3) from the normative to socially and
historically conditioned, addressing the origins of our modern study of language in racialized
settler colonialism.

Throughout the chapter, we use the terms ‘bilingual’ and ‘multilingual’ interchangeably
to refer to persons and groups who use, i.e., speak or sign, more than one language or language
variety (including varieties of dialects and signs). Most cognitive research uses the term bilingual
to generally denote more than one language, but we also include multilingual here to periodically
remind the reader of the inclusivity and applicability to individuals using multiple language
systems, whether named as languages, dialects, or something in between (e.g., creoles and
pidgins). Most of our examples come from work on bilingualism, simply because this is where
most cognitive research has been conducted, whereas psycholinguistic work with dialects is
extremely sparse and with creoles virtually nonexistent. However, the parallels the chapter

describes apply to human linguistic variation in all its forms.
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Peal and Lambert’s 1962 conclusions regarding the superiority of the bilingual mind were
but one turn in a longstanding conversation about intelligence and mental superiority. Decades
earlier, D.J. Saer, a British headmaster living in Wales, had reported an apparently opposite
finding: (English) monolinguals were more intelligent than (Welsh-English) bilinguals. Saer
(1923) explicitly connected British colonial rule with the teleological future of English
dominance, not only in the far-flung Empire, but also in the home countries including Wales,
where a push for national and language determination saw events such as the founding of Plaid
Cymru, the Party of Wales three years after this finding appeared. Forty years later, Peal and
Lambert’s research was conditioned by a tense social and political dialogue in Montréal of the
1950’s and 60’s where a similar movement for Québécois regional and language determination
was occurring. The participants in Peal and Lambert’s study were French-English bilinguals
studied in a place and at a time when Anglophones held historical positions of economic power
in newly industrialized Québec but were faced with rising Francophone nationalism (Barreto,
1998). Peal and Lambert thus found, just as Saer had, a dominant group, in this case French-
English bilinguals in the city of Montréal, to be mentally superior, and a less powerful,
minoritized group, French monolinguals, to be inferior.

The question of mental superiority in bilingualism continues to be hotly debated through
present times in the form of a controversy over superiority in executive functions (Antoniou,
2019). Without the benefit of historical perspective, however, the colonial project of dominance
and control embedding this debate is easily forgotten in a search for observable and measurable
behavior. Thus, it is important to look beyond simple affirmations and condemnations when
connecting psychological and sociolinguistic understandings of bilingualism. In the case of Peal

and Lambert’s (1962) work, the educational consequence of highlighting the cognitive



SYNERGETIC THEMES 5

superiority of French-English bilinguals would be support for a French immersion bilingual
education system that allowed a privileged Anglophone minority to use additive French
bilingualism to shore up eroding economic control (Fraser, 2011). A quite different consequence
for bilingual education would arise from Labov’s (1972) work, with an, albeit unsuccessful, push
for Ebonics instruction recognizing the legitimacy of African American English and seeking to
empower the language of an underrepresented and disadvantaged racialized minority (Labov,
1982).

As these examples suggest, the cognitive and sociolinguistic research fields do not exist
in isolation; rather, they work with two distinct units of linguistic analysis: the individual mind
and social groups. How do we bridge these two lines of work? In this chapter, building on the
links between these dichotomies in psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics, we offer parallel ways
of understanding the shared enterprise of cognitive and sociolinguistic research on bilingualism.
Broadly conceived, this enterprise grapples with the consequences of increasing diversity and
shrinking colonial empires of the 20™" and 21% centuries, seeking to understand how language
diversity operates both within and across individuals and how linguistic power is to be
distributed in a presumably post-colonial academy. The modern empirical finding that bilinguals
are not mentally inferior is neither random, nor a result of scientific progress, the advancement of
knowledge, or a teleological progression of enlightened social attitudes. Rather, just as with Saer
and Peal & Lambert, this finding is brought about by a changing focus in language research from
defining universality and homogeneity to explaining variation and heterogeneity. It is
conditioned by local and global contexts and by changes in geopolitical power, migration,
population diversity, economic resources, and the social conditions that accompany them. While

cognitive research may not explicitly reference the ‘social turn’ (Block, 2003), super-diversity
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theory (Vertovec, 2007) or the ‘multilingual turn’ (May, 2014), migration trends, and increasing
linguistic and cultural diversity penetrate social discourse and research samples (Henrich et al.,
2010), driving changes in psycholinguistic findings and conclusions. Just as sociolinguistic work
has done, cognitive research is thus shifting its focus from the universal monolingual to the
heterogeneity of bilingualism as a life experience. And from an experiential, interactional
perspective, individual differences observed in the mind and brain can only be accounted for as
consequences of bilingualism when sociolinguistic aspects of language contact, usage, and
exposure are characterized.

We write this piece from the perspective of North American cognitive scientists of
bilingualism with linguistic and ethnic roots outside the White and Anglophone North, a
positionality informing the optimism we have for cognitive research and the value we place on
its linkages to sociolinguistic work. At a time of the quantitative-qualitative divide in education
research, our work examines psychological and biological manifestations of bilingualism largely
using empirical and quantitative methods. In spite of cognitive science’s firm footing within a
positivist epistemology, we believe it is possible for us and others who take this perspective to
critique the particular psychological and biological findings we study as existing in a
Foucauldian system of power and knowledge (Foucault, 1980), recognizing the possibility of
alternate epistemologies in decolonizing language in education (Pennycook & Makoni, 2020).
This hybrid positionality leads us to focus upon research findings that are simultaneously
emerging disciplinary truths and epiphenomena, conditioned by particular social, economic, and
geopolitical conditions that influence disciplinary choices around the methods, models, and

paradigms used in the cognitive science of bilingualism.
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In this chapter, we reflect on three emerging disciplinary trends, examples of key and
interrelated findings in the cognitive science of bilingualism that have analogous trends in
sociolinguistics. First, we discuss the principle of language co-activation, the idea that a
bilingual’s two languages are always active, and its surprising symmetry with the sociolinguistic
concept of intersectionality as strategies for describing the multiplicity of linguistic identities
within an individual. Next, we discuss the cognitive principle of bilingualism as a
multidimensional gradient rather than a category. We connect this understanding of graded
bilingualism as a dynamic life experience with the sociolinguistic emphasis on diversity and
hybridity as strategies for describing and giving structure to the heterogeneity of linguistic
identity. Third, we describe the psycholinguistic adaptation of the principle that “bilinguals are
not two monolinguals in one person” (Grosjean, 1989, p.3), disrupting the normativity of
linguistic identity and its consequences for interrogating the monolingual and monodialectal
standards of comparison that sociolinguistics has called out as racialized and politicized legacies
of a colonial era. Finally, we conclude with some reflections on the ways these connections
between cognitive and sociocultural understandings of bilingualism can disrupt traditional
dichotomies of bilingualism as good or bad and help educators better understand and support

bilingual learners.

A Bilingual’s Two (or More) Languages are Always Active:
Language Co-activation and Intersectionality
What does it mean for a person to speak two or more languages? The study of
multilingualism by its very nature questions the homogeneity and universality of the linguistic

subject. One key line of research investigating within-subject multiplicities in the
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psycholinguistics of bilingualism has examined whether and how two languages co-exist in an
individual’s mind and brain. In studies of monolingual English language comprehension and
production, language functions have long been known to be predominantly associated with
functional activity in the left hemisphere of the brain in both children (Dehaene-Lambertz et al.,
2006) and adults (Hagoort, 2017). One early question addressed in cognitive studies of
bilingualism was whether this association still held true for bilinguals’ first (L1) and second
language (L2), or whether an L2 was processed in different brain structures other than those
processing the L1. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) studies show that language
representation in the brain varies widely depending heavily upon the age at which an L2 was
acquired, but also upon acquisition context, language proficiency, and manner and degree to
which the L2 is used. Nevertheless, overall L1 and L2 brain representations are more similar
than different, forming an integrated language system (Cargnelutti et al., 2019). Further, there is
reciprocal influence between L1 and L2 such that acquiring a L2 also changes features and usage
of L1.

In addition to neural representation, automatic linguistic processing can be captured more
directly by tracking eye movements while listening to languages. By measuring pre-conscious
eye movements, Marian and colleagues (2003) found that Russian-English bilinguals drew
subconsciously upon both of their languages even when listening to only one, the ‘target’
language. Subconscious phonological representations of words in both Russian and English were
active during the earliest stages of processing a spoken English word. However, bilinguals were
able to suppress the non-target language when consciously deciding on the word’s meaning.

Since this groundbreaking work, extensive research has expanded upon the precise details

of when, where and to what degree a bilingual speaker’s languages are active. This body of
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experimental research has found that in speaking (Kroll & Gollan, 2014), listening (Dijkstra et
al., 1999), and reading (Libben & Titone, 2009), a multilingual’s two (or more) languages are
always active. The relative balance of activity and suppression of the unused language may
depend on an individual’s proficiency in each language, usage, or age of acquisition (Fricke et al.,
2019).

Language co-activation goes hand in hand with a second important psycholinguistic (and
sociolinguistic) understanding of bilinguals, the idea that their bilingualism is dynamic over
space and time. Grosjean (2013, 2016) articulated this phenomenon as the ‘complementarity
principle’, the idea that bilinguals’ proficiency, fluency, and language use varies according to
different domains of life (e.g., work vs. home), purposes, speech partners, and modalities (e.g.,
spoken vs. written), an expansion of Mackey’s (1962) ‘language functions’. People who used
two or more languages in real life, argued Grosjean, were often employing different languages
for different communicative purposes, contexts and partners, adapting their linguistic repertoire
to the needs of daily life. However, complementarity extends beyond language modalities, and is
present across topics (e.g., politics vs. cooking), settings (e.g., work vs. home) and speech
partners (e.g., colleagues vs. family). Complementarity does not necessarily imply a linguistic
deficit in one communicative domain: even balanced bilinguals who use their languages with
roughly parallel proficiency and at roughly similar proportions often use different languages for
different discursive functions or in different content domains. Taken in sum, this work has
shifted our understanding of language away from a construct that is fixed, unitary, and largely
based on overt speech acts. Instead, the consequence of having all of a bilingual’s languages
simultaneously active, even if subconsciously, is that linguistic identity can be both overt and

covert, with capacities and processes that emerge in some contexts, times, language domains,
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and locations, and are suppressed in others, according to the demands of the communicative
context.

Viewing language co-activation and complementarity together, we envision an
intersectional bilingual whose linguistic identities shift dynamically between those which are
salient and those which are submerged, depending upon the social context, the speaker’s purpose,
and the individual’s life history. This formulation of shifting identities has long been recognized
in sociolinguistic discourse with perhaps the best-known articulation of multiple identities within
the individual subject from Kimberlé Crenshaw (1990), writing on intersectionality through a
sociological lens. Although Crenshaw used this term to describe the ways that multiple identity
systems, including race, gender, class, and language status, operated to marginalize women of
color, intersectionality commonly denotes the confluence of multiple social identity constructs in
one individual and the ways that some identities are salient and others invisible, depending upon
changing social and political contexts (Bagga-Gupta, 2017). Unlike intersectionality theory in
sociocultural fields, intersectionality in the domain of psychological research has largely been
restricted to examining these multiple identities and not their accompanying power relations or
social justice concerns (Cole, 2009; McCormick-Huhn et al., 2019).

In spite of these restrictions, language co-activation, complementarity, and
intersectionality nonetheless all address the question of how identity, whether conceived as a
social role or a language, can be multiple rather than singular within one individual. Co-
activation does not imply a breakdown of the boundaries between languages, but rather a tug-of-
war between different languages that are activated by different cues. Co-activation maintains
language boundaries while providing a mechanism for both languages to be present even when

one is not actively in use In contrast to an idealized monolingual, the bilingual or intersectional
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subject depicted here comprises multiple unities, some of which will be salient and some
suppressed in any given interactive context. This kind of ‘intercategorical intersectionality’
(MccCall, 2005) elucidates the ways in which subjects might belong to multiple categories of
identity groups at the same time, e.g., Spanish speakers and English speakers, just as co-

activation allows multiple categories of language to co-exist within the bilingual mind.

Bilingualism is Not a Categorical Variable: Dimensions, Gradients and Hybridity
If co-activation, complementarity and intercategorical intersectionality maintain

categorical boundaries between languages in seeking to describe the multiplicity of different
linguistic identities cohering in one speaking subject, the idea of bilingualism as a graded and
multidimensional life experience deconstructs categorical boundaries in seeking to describe the
heterogeneity of identities within and across different speakers. This problem of heterogeneity
has been formulated in a second key question of bilingualism research, namely “what does it
mean to be bilingual?”, “who is truly a bilingual?”” (or monolingual?) (Luk, 2015). Because of
the difficulty in capturing the diverse experiences of speaking two or more languages in a binary
categorization, psycholinguistic research with bilinguals has used a plethora of overlapping and
at times conflicting definitions of bilinguals and monolinguals (Surrain & Luk, 2019). Some
studies may consider bilinguals as persons with fluent use of two languages (e.g., Peal &
Lambert, 1962) while others may completely disregard proficiency, particularly for
developmental learners. For example, 27% of the bilingual child studies examined by Surrain
and Luk (2019) did not define their bilingual sample using any proficiency measure, but rather
through other criteria such as daily exposure to two languages. Similarly, a study sample of

bilinguals may include both individuals who were immersed in two languages from birth and
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those who learned their second language in the classroom during adulthood. Cognitive research
has discovered that fluency, proficiency, age of exposure and acquisition, the context of language
acquisition (e.g., immersive or not), and the duration and continuity of language use are all
important dimensions of bilingual experience (Grosjean, 1998) associated with different
cognitive and neural outcomes. Further, each of these dimensions of language experience occurs,
not categorically, but on a graded continuum and is interrelated with other dimensions of
language experience. For example, measures of white matter tracts in the brain have overlapping
associations with both age of acquisition (DeLuca et al., 2019; Nichols & Joanisse, 2016; Rossi
et al., 2017) of a bilingual’s earliest second language as well as the age of acquisition of their
most proficient second language (Luk et al., 2020). The expression in cognitive research that
bilingualism is not a categorical variable (Luk & Bialystok, 2013) communicates this idea that
bilingualism is a graded experience with different descriptive dimensions that cannot be
measured with any single yardstick. Thus, when cognitive researchers attempt to compare
categorical groups of speakers, they must distill multiple gradients of linguistic experience to a
binary categorization: bilinguals vs. monolinguals, minimizing the gradient experience in one (or
more) dimensions.

Increasingly, psycholinguistic researchers are taking a ‘social turn’ (Block, 2003) away
from examining a homogeneous and categorical bilingual subject to embracing bilingualism as a
dynamic and interactive life experience with multiple dimensions (Pliatsikas et al., 2020). One
critical dimension of bilingualism related to language modes and complementarity that has
changed psycholinguistic research is an increasing awareness of the importance of the social
context of language use. Even for the same levels of language proficiency and ages of acquisition,

how bilinguals interact with others matters for cognition. Green and Abutalebi’s (2013) Adaptive
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Control Hypothesis proposed that cognitive traits adapt to distinguishable social conditions of
language use. Individuals who live in single-language environments — social conditions in which
they speak each of their languages in contexts relatively isolated from one another, such as one
language at home and a different language at work — develop greater skills in inhibiting one
language extensively. Those who live in dual-language environments, social conditions where
the two languages are used to interact with different individuals across all or most contexts,
develop greater skills in both inhibiting one language and flexibly switching between languages
in response to cues from their conversational partner.  Finally, those who live in social contexts
in which most other individuals share the same languages and thus use both languages together
freely, might develop greater speech planning but not inhibitory or flexible switching capacities
by virtue of the daily linguistic and cognitive demands of their environment. These cognitive
adaptations underlie the current debate around bilingual executive functions that we detail in the
third section on the colonial legacy of cognitive research.

Although Green and Abutalebi (2013) sought to describe broadly different social contexts,
a single individual might have experience with one or all of these different social conditions,
sometimes functioning within a single language, or monolingual ‘language mode’ (Grosjean,
2008, 2013) with monolingual speakers or in bilingual mode with other same-language
bilinguals. Thus, the relative separation of languages within different social contexts of use is
another graded dimension of bilingual experience that in recent cognitive research has been
captured as language entropy (Gullifer & Titone, 2020), or the degree to which a bilingual mixes
their languages together in daily interactions. How language co-activation and inhibition are
configured to support language entropy in the bilingual mind has been an active topic of research

in cognitive science and psycholinguistics. In particular, the ability to use both languages fluidly
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within or between sentences is studied across the lifespan in the phenomenon of code-switching
(for a review in children, see Yow et al., 2016; for a review in adults, see Toribio, 2001). Adult
code-switching behavior varies with individual personality as well as the linguistic setting that
one engages socially (Dewaele & Li, 2014). In cognitive research, switching between languages
was often seen as responsible for behavioral costs, such as longer response times or more speech
errors (Meuter & Allport, 1999). However, recent research has reframed the ability to code-
switch as competence rather than a deficit (e.g., Yow et al., 2018).

Distinct language modes thus require both distinct patterns of language entropy and also
distinct patterns of cognitive skills to inhibit an unused language or to flexibly switch among
different language repertoires or monolingual vs. bilingual communicative partners. The
consequences of living in different kinds of multilingual environments can be seen, not just in
cognitive traits, but also in measures of brain activity and brain structures (for reviews, see Costa
& Sebastian-Gallés, 2014; Hayakawa & Marian, 2019; Pliatsikas & Luk, 2016). Further, these
social contexts of use may change across the lifespan (Anderson et al., 2018), creating a dynamic
interplay of language and cognition from the child to older adult years that produces highly
heterogeneous cognitive and neural outcomes.

Because the social context of use, along with other dimensions of bilingual experience,
does not exist as all or nothing but rather along a continuum, dimensionality and gradients in
cognitive research describe both intra-group heterogeneity and also the graded variation that
exists within the single individual. When measuring bilingualism continuously instead of
categorically, there is no rigid separation between bilinguals and monolinguals in most
dimensions of language. Thus, while language co-activation and complementarity describe the

coexistence of multiple linguistic identities, dimensionality and linguistic gradients relate instead



SYNERGETIC THEMES 15

to breaking down unitary identities or categories. Similarly, in sociolinguistics, while
intercategorical intersectionality describes the coexistence of multiple social identities within the
individual, the sociolinguistic phenomena that attempt to explain heterogeneity within groups are
variation and hybridity, forms of anticategorical intersectionality (McCall, 2005) that
deconstruct identity categories rather than acknowledging boundaries separating multiple
identities. The study of variationist sociolinguistics goes back to Labov and encapsulates the idea
that languages are not, or not only, best described by categorical features. Instead, they are
structured by heterogeneous constraints, i.e., regularities that are not necessarily uniform across
all languages and that change over time.

A more recent sociological formulation of this structured heterogeneity comes in the form
of hybridity (Bhabha, 1994). Hybridity crudely encapsulated describes discursive entropy, the
way in which an individual may merge, mix or translate elements of different discourses to
create a new text or discourse (Ackermann, 2012) just as bilingual code-switchers merge, mix
and translate elements of their two languages for effective communication and learning. While
sociolinguistic hybridity theory does not always articulate gradients in the way that
psycholinguistic research has done, hybridity nonetheless serves as a means of describing
heterogeneity by blurring categorical boundaries.

Cognitive research findings on language co-activation and language gradients have thus
provided a framework for moving beyond the study of monolithic and unitary monolingual
speakers to understanding multiplicity and heterogeneity found in the linguistically diverse
speakers that have increasingly become the foci of psycholinguistic research. In parallel,

sociolinguistic research has developed the concepts of intersectionality and hybridity to account
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for the multiplicity and heterogeneity of social identity in the increasingly linguistically diverse

societies it examines.

A Bilingual is Not Two Monolinguals in One: Interrogating the Colonial Legacy

If cognitive and sociolinguistic research have both grappled with a shift from
investigating language uniformity to investigating language diversity both within and across
individuals, the question still remains of how that investigation can take place in a presumably
post-colonial academy. A key problem of cognitive research on bilingualism is how this research
can move forward without the (colonial) normativity of the ideal monolingual. If Saer’s ideal
monolingual English speaker is no longer the standard and teleological endpoint of linguistic
development, then how do we study bilinguals within a scientific episteme that is sensitive to
social complexity? This question is challenging to answer because although the teleology of the
British Empire no longer frames cognitive research, the field has inherited normative research
questions, constructs and methodologies typified by Saer’s (1923) colonialist enterprise.

Contemporary cognitive research on bilingualism is dominated by offshoots of Saer’s
(1923) and others’ research query around superior or inferior mental capacities. The optimal and
efficient performance of cognitive activity was predicated on cognitive models developed with
white, male, middle-class, Western and largely English monolingual populations as standards of
comparison (Burman, 2016; Henrich et al., 2010), even as the construct of intelligence and
discourse around intelligence and (later) the intelligence quotient (1Q), was used to justify
colonial, racialized conquests (Adas, 2015). The current field has not yet come to terms with its
origins in the colonial and racial enterprise of the study of intelligence and mental superiority.

Instead, cognitive comparisons have changed, starting with Peal and Lambert (1962), to less
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charged terms, such as ‘mental flexibility’. However, psycholinguistics has not moved away
from models developed in cognitive psychology where the normative standard of reference in
mental testing was the white, male, middle-class Anglophone monolingual (Burman, 2016) with
concomitant focus on the skills of “rationality, autonomy, and self-control” (Miller & Scholnick,
2015, p. 268), now termed, not intelligence, but reasoning, executive functions (EF) and
cognitive control. EF includes the skills of autonomous planning, detecting and following
abstract rules, inhibiting conflicts between internal goals and external stimuli, self-control, and
rapid and efficient response (Diamond, 2013), which historically were cast as moral traits of
White Europeans and contrasted with the irrationality, lack of self-control and laziness of the
stereotyped Native in colonial discourse (Said, 1978). In modern cognitive psychology, these
constructs are formulated as cognitive skills rather than moral ones; however, EF discourse
continues the same racial stereotyping targeting urban, low socioeconomic status, i.e., code for
Black and Brown, populations, who are found to have low EF abilities and to be insufficiently
orderly, obedient and self-controlled (Miller & Scholnick, 2015)., Correspondingly in the 1980’s
and 1990’s, cognitive comparisons of bilinguals and monolinguals moved from describing
intelligence to measuring inhibitory control, cognitive control, and executive functions
(Bialystok, 2020).

Findings of bilingual superiority in EF emerged in response to longstanding research that
demonstrated monolingual intellectual superiority (Bialystok, 2020) and are supported by
neuroscientific and theoretical work such as Green and Abutalebi’s (2013) described previously.
But just as with intelligence in the previous century, models of these new mental functions are
also intimately tied to the comparison of racialized groups (Burman, 2016) with EF interventions,

for example, promoted in low-income and racially segregated schools (Miller & Scholnick, 2015)
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due to the expectation that students attending these schools have less than optimal EF
development compared to their same-age white peers from middle- or high-income schools.
Even today, cognitive research largely focuses on the EF skills of attentional focus, inhibitory
control, and controlled task switching, a restricted skill set that Miller & Scholnick (2015) call
out as measuring solitary and decontextualized completion of fixed and well-defined tasks,
conditions that are not representative of much real-life activity and less so that of those outside
the WEIRD — Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich and Democratic — world (Henrich et al.,
2010). Thus, the problematic nature of the debate over bilingual EF is not whether bilinguals are
truly superior in this regard, but why superiority is important in our present social context and
why isolated EF skills are valued as representations of superiority, whether it is monolinguals (in
the past) or bilinguals (currently) who emerge at an advantage. Over half a century ago, Peal &
Lambert (1962) hinted that the question of intelligence and the approach of looking for superior
outcomes across groups may not be truly beneficial for understanding bilingualism. Whether the
future of bilingualism research can break with this tradition and find alternate models of
cognitive activity (Bialystok, 2020) with corresponding novel questions, remains yet to be seen.
In addition to research questions, cognitive studies of bilingualism have inherited
operational constructs from a colonial era. What counts as a valid language for the cognitive
study of bilingualism has been defined by Eurocentric and colonial arrangements, for example
with the definition of English and English native speakers inclusive of some (mostly north
American) but not other (mostly from the global South) Englishes (Kachru, 1997). Taking its cue
from sociolinguistic studies, cognitive bilingualism research is beginning to broaden the
boundaries of what qualifies as an appropriate language of investigation, deconstructing what

were once considered to be a bilingual’s monolithic languages (Sorace, 2020). For example,
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bimodal sign and speech bilinguals (Emmorey et al., 2016) are beginning to be reframed as
multilinguals of a unique kind rather than categorized as ‘non-standard’ monolingual speakers.
Recent psycholinguistic research has also begun to place greater focus on heritage language
speakers: In the Anglophone research context, bilinguals are often those who speak English as a
second language. Particularly in the U.S., these bilinguals are considered to be not only working
towards mastering English as the socially dominant language but also losing their minority,
heritage language. Such heritage speakers have been described as language attriters or
incomplete acquirers (Montrul, 2006). However, part of the social turn in cognitive bilingualism
research is beginning to reframe heritage speakers as a unique group of competent bilinguals,
albeit a different kind of bilingual from those who are immersed in the first language
environment (Kupisch & Rothman, 2018). A third example of shifting constructs of language
comes from the study of individuals who speak multiple dialects of the same language. Recent
research has focused on bidialectal speakers’ ability to draw upon linguistic knowledge and skills
from both dialects on different linguistic levels: auditory perception (Buhler et al., 2017; Walker,
2018), morphology (Lundquist & Vangsnes, 2018), text comprehension (Schmitt et al., 2018),
and language control (Kirk et al., 2018). The majority of this work has taken place in northern
Europe, where dialectal variation in the majority language is less stigmatized than in the U.S.
Although Labov described the richness of African American English in 1972 and hinted at
potential cognitive consequences of bidialectalism in his praise of Larry’s mental gifts, there has
been virtually no published cognitive research on the psycholinguistics of bidialectalism in the
U.S.

Beyond the legacy of normative research questions revolving around mental superiority

and language constructs that specify ideal, largely western languages as objects of research, a
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third and perhaps most powerful colonial inheritance is research methodologies that compare
bilinguals to a monolingual ideal. For example, norm-referenced language assessments in
cognitive research are developed and utilized as a way of providing a standard based on Western
and largely Anglophone populations. Bilingual language performance is then evaluated based on
comparisons to these monolingual norms. Very few norm-referenced measures have a parallel
version in a non-English language or have been developed using multilingual populations as
standards (Luk & Christodoulou, 2016). However, and relevant to findings of language co-
activation, language modes and language dimensionality, a wealth of psycholinguistic research
comparing bilinguals and monolinguals has made clear that possessing a second language results
in variation that cannot be reduced back to monolingualism, i.e., that a “bilingual is NOT the
sum of two complete or incomplete monolinguals; rather, he or she has a unique and specific
linguistic configuration” (Grosjean, 1989, p. 3) of languages that interact, at times changing one
another. Standardized measures of language that use largely monolingual, or English-dominant,
groups as normative samples in effect measure multilinguals with a single or multiple
monolingual yardstick. A new direction in cognitive research thus seeks to design studies that
investigate bilinguals in comparison to one another on the various dimensions and gradients of
bilingual experience rather than to monolinguals (de Bruin, 2019; Luk & Bialystok, 2013). For
example, bilinguals with early L2 exposure may be compared to those with later L2 exposure;
code-switchers to single-context bilinguals; and bilinguals with more or less frequent use of L2.
Similarly, variation in age of acquisition or in proficiency is investigated across its range in order
to avoid categorical comparisons altogether. In addition, researchers have sought to address the
measurement problem by developing language assessments normed with multilingual

populations. For example, the Bilingual English-Spanish Assessment (Pefia et al., 2018)
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evaluates young children’s combined Spanish and English speech and language development
based on a norming sample of U.S. Spanish-English bilingual preschoolers with heterogeneous
bilingual abilities. Similarly, the Multi-lingual Naming Test (MINT; Gollan et al., 2012) seeks to
assess heterogeneity and language dominance across an individual’s multiple languages with its
primary validation in English and Spanish. Taking into account the construction of localized
measures, cognitive researchers have called for caution when utilizing universalizing methods
such as large-sample, global studies which may unknowingly measure different constructs by
virtue of differences across cultures and contexts (Bak, 2016) and meta-analyses which combine
samples or categories that are identically labeled across studies, but which homogenize
populations that are different in important ways (Bak, 2020).

The cognitive study of bilingualism thus faces challenges in confronting a legacy of
colonial ideologies, research questions, constructs and methodologies. It has been perhaps most
successful in adapting research designs and measures to focus on gradients and hybridity in
bilingual language use and perhaps least successful in pivoting away from debating intellectual
superiority. It is thus still very much in its early stages of grappling with the tension between a
colonial past with its focus on intelligence comparisons and a universalizing and standardizing
scientific episteme, and the recognition of multiplicity and heterogeneity, particularly in local
contexts. In contrast, the field of sociolinguistics has a rich tradition of examining its colonial
past and interrogating the hegemony of Western comparisons, including with post-structuralist
(McNamara, 2012) and post-humanist (Pennycook, 2018) thought. We only point here broadly to
recent work on decolonizing linguistics and decolonizing language in education that is emerging
from Southern theory (Connell, 2008), calling for research from beyond the colonial centers of

power and for the possibility of knowledges outside of positivist, quantitative science
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(Pennycook & Makoni, 2020). Yet as we have described above, looking to the global South
(including minoritized populations in the geographic North) for alternative research questions
beyond mental superiority, for non-WEIRD models of cognition and language, and for
alternative measures and methodologies offers a way forward even, or perhaps especially, within

the positivist, quantitative, cognitive study of bilingualism.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have outlined three themes in cognitive research on bilingualism
aligned with parallel trends in sociolinguistics, that together encompass a shift in both fields
from the aim of describing a universal and homogeneous subject to that of accounting for the
multiplicity and heterogeneity of bilingual experiences. Psycholinguistic research on language
co-activation and complementarity describes the multiplicity of languages within an individual
subject just as the sociocultural concept of intercategorical intersectionality describes the
multiplicity of identities. Cognitive research on the dimensions and gradients of bilingual
experience accounts for the heterogeneity of multilingualism, just as does sociocultural work on
variation, diversity and hybridity. Finally, cognitive bilingualism research has started to consider
what it might mean to interrogate colonial normativity in the research questions, constructs, and
methodologies it has inherited from racialized studies of intelligence and language, while
sociolinguistic work already offers some possible directions for de-colonization.

While cognitive research is often considered positivist and reductionist, in many ways
cognitive and sociolinguistic research are moving in similar directions, shaped by the same social
and geopolitical conditions and reacting to a shared legacy of research that has negatively

racialized and politicized bilinguals. These commonalities provide a window into understanding
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the competing discourses that surround multilingual children and their teachers in education,
including current debates over the cognitive challenges and advantages of multilingualism,
executive functions development, and the definition of what is native speech. Combining
cognitive and sociolinguistic perspectives thus benefits students, educators and also researchers.
For cognitive researchers in education studying multilingualism, this lens allows us to
construct our own hybridities, negotiating the tensions among what is considered scholarly rigor
in a positivist, quantitative field, the applied value to education, and a heightened sense of
urgency to address racialized or politicized understandings of bilingual and bidialectal students.
We have illustrated one way of expanding our empiricist position to recognize shared roots and
directions of the sociolinguistic perspective of multilingualism and our professional training in
cognitive psychology. In the final section, we conclude with some reflections on ways that both
educators and also researchers who understand the synergy between cognitive and sociocultural
research are better positioned to negotiate the realities of the colonial past and their hopes and
dreams for themselves and others who speak two or more languages or language varieties in the
present and future.
Reflection

Below we offer thematic links between the multiplicity, dimensionality and dynamism
that cognitive research finds in multilingual experience to support bilingual educators in
enriching their curriculum, instruction and assessment practices.

e Language variation involves multiple domains. Current curricular language objectives are
often standardized and therefore decontextualized from students’ social use of language.
Instead, language complementarity suggests bilingual curricula should be tailored to

develop language knowledge in specific domains and contexts. For example, instead of
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civics units conventionally incorporating mock elections and perhaps election debates, de
los Rios and Molina (2020) illustrate a literacy and civics curriculum that built upon a
community context of undocumented immigration and needs for sanctuary to incorporate
and deepen students’ prior language knowledge from community linguistic repertoires of
speeches, testimonios, and corridos, or folk ballads.

e Multilingual experience involves multiple linguistic identities. Students need to hear the
message that they are legitimate members of their multiple language communities who
have optimized their language use in their particular communicative context. For example,
educators can help Spanish-English bilinguals understand that they are neither deficient
Spanish, nor deficient English speakers by incorporating students’ current bilingual
literacy practices such as spoken word (Seltzer, 2020), or song (de los Rios, 2018) into
lessons.

e Multilingual experience can vary on many different dimensions, involving heterogeneous
linguistic identities even in the same language. Two students who have similar levels of
Spanish and English vocabulary, for example, might respond to lessons differently
because they learned one or both languages in different contexts, or because they use
their two languages with different levels of entropy.

e Multilingual experience can have different levels of entropy. In separated language
classrooms (Jones Martin, 2007), language co-activation means that both languages are
still always present. This means that some students may require additional time or
scaffolding to respond in one language than another. In translanguaging classrooms
(Garcia, 2009; Li, 2018), translanguaging may support students whose language practices

involve higher degrees of language entropy. Other students who live in lower entropy
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environments, while equally bilingual, may not respond as quickly or as well to
translanguaging instruction.

e Multilingual experience is not a duplication of multiple monolingual experiences. For
example, allowing learners to respond in their dominant language when assessing
language knowledge can reveal a more complete picture of their linguistic repertoire and
content knowledge. This means that standardized monolingual assessments should be
interpreted along with assessments in a dominant language. Standardized assessments
may also be less useful in understanding a student’s progress or achievement than
formative or dynamic assessments that specify language functions and topic domains.

e The importance of bilingualism does not build on comparison to monolinguals. We
should speak up to counter misperceptions of bilingualism as a cognitive or linguistic
disadvantage or delay as monolingual superiority is not supported by research evidence.
At the same time, we must be cautious of presenting superiority, whether in executive
functions or other domains, particularly of cognition, as an advantage of bilingualism
because this superiority is based upon a highly restricted set of cognitive skills that are
historically linked to colonialist and racialized language ideologies. Bilingual educators
and researchers should question why it seems important to argue for mental superiority
and whether there are alternate ways of understanding the richness of bilingualism in
their particular local contexts or fields of study.

Future Transdisciplinary Questions

e How can cognitive research move forward from colonial models of mental superiority,

monolithic language constructs and normative methodologies? In this chapter, we have

outlined some steps towards diversifying language constructs with heritage languages and
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dialects and towards creating multilingual language assessments based on diverse
populations. However, the continuing debate over bilingual advantages in executive
functions is a reminder that there is still work to do in finding viable cognitive models for
research as alternatives to normative comparisons of mental superiority. Confronting the
past is thus critical for developing a robust and relevant contemporary science of
bilingualism, looking to anti-racist leaders across the language sciences (e.g. Charity
Hudley et al., 2020).

e Even with such a science, neurolinguistic, psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic research
all examine language at different levels of analysis: brain, mind, and society. In the prior
reflections for bilingual educators, we have pointed to some commonalities among these
different descriptive levels. However, truly linking these levels of analysis requires an
evidence base which does not currently exist (cf. Churchland & Sejnowski, 1988 on brain
activity, computational modelling, and cognitive processes). How does a lesson centered
on community corridos engage the mind and brain for Spanish-English youth living in
border contexts? How does prior language entropy change the impact of translanguaging
in lesson context? Research projects that begin to bridge these levels of analysis by
examining neural and mental processes in naturalistic discourse contexts are important

for drawing convincing conclusions that will benefit students and educators.
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