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Abstract: The question of putative multilingual advantages is still being hotly debated. Following some initial euphoria, the field is currently characterized by a wave of sobering criticism, as
key findings fail to be replicated. We here offer a summary of the current controversy followed
by a discussion of new evidence drawn from a questionnaire study amongst 1454 students and
341 instructors at the University of Hamburg. This study measures self-assessed proficiencies
in English amongst subjects who regularly use English as a Lingua Franca in the context of tertiary education. We compare self-assessed English proficiencies between monolingually and
multilingually raised ELF users in five CEFR domains. The results attest slightly higher scores for
multilingually raised ELF users, of statistical significance in some domains, which we interpret
in terms of a multilingual advantage. However, we wish to be cautious about generalizing these
findings, as they need to be substantiated by tests that objectively measure proficiencies.
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Introduction1

This contribution addresses the question of putative linguistic advantages of multilingual over
monolingual speakers, as described inter alia in Agustín-Llach (2017), Bialystok et al. (2012,
2018), Cenoz (2013), Tsimprea Maluch et al. (2015), and Tsimprea Maluch et al. (2016). This is
a central and rather hotly debated issue in current studies on bilingualism and multilingualism.
The difference between monolingual and multilingual speakers lies therein that multilingual
speakers are able to understand and use more than one language, whereas monolingual speakers are those who are only able to understand and use one language. Speakers with multilingual
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language backgrounds have been found to outperform monolingual speakers in matters of executive control, cognitive reserve, cognitive development, metalinguistic awareness, and language learning. The evidence available, however, is by no means unanimous. We ask here
whether comparable performance advantages can also be identified in multilingually raised
speakers who use English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) in tertiary education. The research design
described in this chapter basically follows that of studies previously carried out in the context
of Singapore (Siemund et al. 2014; Leimgruber et al. 2018).
Since non-native speakers of English already outnumber native speakers2 by a wide margin, with a strong tendency toward widening further, it can be taken for granted that communicative encounters between non-native speakers of English in this language are pervasive. Accordingly, English has come to be used as a lingua franca in various domains of society, including
business, tourism, health care, and – last but not least – academia. The individual ELF users,
like all speakers in any given society, can be assumed to bring heterogeneous language backgrounds and repertoires to the table, ranging from monolingual upbringings to various forms
of bilingualism or multilingualism in the home and other relevant environments in which these
individuals are raised.
An increasing number of ELF encounters takes place in academia, and since students and
instructors require extensive international experience and expertise in modern academia, universities in non-English and non-native English-speaking countries (i.e. countries in the outer
and expanding circles according to Kachru’s 1986 definition) increasingly offer programs in English in order to attract international students. As a consequence, administrative staff are also
confronted more and more with communication in ELF. There can be no doubt that academic
ELF is a register that presents high communicative demands for the uninitiated user, and hence
it seems plausible to assume that some speakers can manage these better than others. Competence in academic ELF depends on factors such as proficiency in English, previous exposure
to ELF, experience with a wide range of ELF speakers, and the like. If it were possible to show
that language background – monolingual versus multilingual – definitively influences ELF proficiency, this would represent another piece in the puzzle of the debate on multilingual advantages.
We here approach the matter as follows. Section 2 tackles some definitional matters in
relation to ELF and lingua franca communication, attempting to identify what they are and what
they are not. Section 3 concerns itself with different kinds of multilingual advantages, as described in previous studies. The main point here is to identify which conceptions of advantages
can be considered relevant for ELF communication. In Section 4, we introduce the results of a
study on language repertoires and academic ELF usage that was carried out at the University
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of Hamburg in 2016. This study is solely based on self-assessments and does not include more
objective tests. It will be shown that multilingually raised ELF speakers consistently provide
higher self-assessments than their peers with a monolingual background, although these differences are not always statistically significant. Section 5 discusses these findings and offers
some ideas for future research.
2

Defining ELF

As the present contribution is concerned with multilingual speakers of English as a lingua franca
(ELF) in academic contexts, it seems appropriate to clarify briefly what the defining characteristics of a lingua franca are. The following considerations are primarily based on Mauranen
(2012).
ELF is not a native language, nor is it as a second, third, or foreign language. It is, to put it
in the words of Mauranen (2012: 8), “a vehicular language used by speakers who do not share
a first language.” Thus, it can be any language in a speaker’s language repertoire except for
their first or native language. Communication between lingua franca speakers and native speakers of the lingua franca represents a special case that goes beyond the present discussion. A
lingua franca arises in specific communicative situations in which the speakers lack a common
first or native language, but nonetheless need to communicate. The definition of a lingua franca
is thus largely situation-based and does not rest on specific linguistic properties, even though
lingua franca speakers employ communicative strategies that allow one to identify them as
such. A lingua franca can be completely artificial (e.g. Esperanto) or be recruited from a natural
language that has a certain reach or social prestige. The history of mankind knows a considerable number of lingua francas, inter alia, Sanskrit, Arabic, Latin, Greek, French, and English.
Lingua francas come in varying degrees of complexity, ranging from simple trade pidgins to
erudite languages for academic and other social encounters of high complexity.
Lingua francas are different from learner languages, as Mauranen (2012: 3-4) points out,
although the same language – say, English – may be the target of language-learning efforts and
be used as a lingua franca. Again, the difference is largely situational and functional. Language
learning proceeds within specialized contexts, i.e. the classroom, and it is primarily in this context that learner languages arise and are used. The goal here is to work towards a certain target
language norm (e.g. standard British English). Learners in a classroom tend to share the same
language background, or, at least, they used to share one prior to our current age of globalization (see Bonnet & Siemund 2018). The same language or language variety may be employed
as a lingua franca in a different context. Lingua franca users may then use this language for adhoc communication without striving for a normative target.
Lingua franca communication represents a complex language contact scenario, and it is
not a simple task to determine precisely which languages are in contact in such situations. Given
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the above observations, though, we can exclude direct contact between the speakers’ first or
native languages. What is apparently in contact, then, are the respective contact-based lects of
the speakers, but since these are influenced by the substrate of their first or native languages
(first-order contact), and perhaps also further languages in their repertoires, the resulting language contact situation is of considerable complexity. Mauranen (2012: 29) analyses this as a
situation of contact between what she refers to as ‘similects’ (i.e. the individual, though similar
idiolects influenced by the speakers’ L1 (or other) substrate), and it is precisely these contact
varieties that are actually in interaction in lingua franca communication. In other words, the
background languages of the speakers partake in the resulting contact situation, as well. We
see here a case of second-order language contact, or a contact between hybrids (Mauranen
2012: 29). It is obvious that this contact situation gains in complexity the more languages are
involved. Hence, multilingually raised lingua franca speakers contribute more complexity to
such interactions than their monolingually raised peers.
Although there is no evidence that lingua francas develop their own grammars, as the
language contact situations are simply too short and fluid for that to happen, there is convincing evidence that lingua franca speakers – apparently rather unconsciously – employ a set of
joint communicative strategies that allow them to communicate successfully in this similect
encounter. They mysteriously know what to do to make themselves understood without ever
having been taught, much as in other communicative projects (see Clark 1996; Schegloff 2007;
Siemund 2018). As Mauranen (2012: 7) points out, there is “a strong orientation to content
over form”, which is very different from the classroom learning context where the use of correct forms is an important, if not the primary educational goal. This content orientation is reflected in observable patterns of language use amongst lingua franca users which are characterized by simplification, levelling, explicitness, repetition, accommodation, and enhanced cooperativeness. To quote Mauranen (2012: 56) again, “Constant similect encounters can be assumed to impinge on use by enhancing transparency: simplicity in grammar, complexity in lexis,
and explicitness in discourse.”
If it is the case that lingua franca speakers place content over form and communicative
success over correctness, they can be expected to develop high levels of communicative flexibility and error tolerance. They try to make communication work, rather than pointing out to
each other what has gone wrong. Moreover, as a consequence of encountering speakers with
many different language repertoires and, accordingly, similects, they can also be expected to
develop above average comprehension skills. They can thus be assumed to have – at least on
average – communicative advantages in relation to, say, the average monolingual speaker in
their encounters with other monolinguals within their language community as well as secondor foreign-language learners of the language of the monolingual speaker. In the words of Mauranen (2012: 57):
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“Communicative practices of these kinds benefit interlocutors in both of their
roles: that of a speaker and that of a hearer. They allow processing time for
both (for example hesitating, repeating, and pausing), assist in mutual comprehension (for example explicitness, approximation), and help achieve positive social goals (for example repetition, co-construction).”
Such considerations, however, are quite reminiscent of ongoing and rather controversial
debates about putative advantages of multilingual over monolingual speakers. Here, the hypothesis is that bilingual and multilingual speakers enjoy a host of advantages over monolingual
speakers, ranging from mental processing and cognitive development to metalinguistic awareness and issues of language production and comprehension. We will take a closer look at these
in the next section.
3

The multilingual advantages debate

If we hypothesize that multilingually raised ELF speakers show advantages in relation to monolingually raised ELF speakers, we first of all need to specify in which senses we use the word
advantage. This is not at all trivial, as multilingualism and language in general are complex phenomena that can in principle produce advantages of very different kinds and in different ways.
Needless to say, we also need to consider the possibility that multilingualism may produce negative effects or no effects at all. What we would like to exclude right from the start, though, is
an understanding of advantage in terms of cultural capital, because the knowledge of any language per se increases the number of speakers that one can potentially interact with and hence
expands one’s cultural capital (see de Swaan 2001).
On a historical note, the discussion regarding benefits and deficits of monolingual, bilingual, and multilingual upbringing and education can at least be traced back to the 18th and
19th century when policies of nation-building were supported by arguments in favor of a single
national language and monolingual development, while discrediting alternative models of linguistic development as well as linguistic and dialectal diversity. At that time, this made sense
politically and economically, since railway traffic suddenly allowed people to interact across
longer distances in shorter times and the invention of the telephone created the first widely
distributed virtual networks. Linguistic diversity was conceptualized as a problem and not as
something in need of preservation and development. Having said that, the overall trajectory
towards monolingualism was in fact set into motion much earlier with the introduction of Protestantism in Europe and the concomitant translation of the Bible into a common language of
the people. In addition, compulsory schooling required an academic language upon which to
base the syllabus and print media could be circulated more widely and in higher print-runs as
a consequence of the invention of mechanic printing. We must not forget, though, that the
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linguistic model of the educated elite used to be bilingualism, since Latin and French were employed for academic, political, and religious purposes and served as lingua francas. Following
the sobering effects of the two World Wars and the ensuing more critical perspective on nationalism and cultural chauvinism, we can witness a renewed interest in bilingualism and a
strong research commitment to showing that bilingual development can be as successful as
monolingual development. Some decades later, propelled by globalization and migration processes set into motion by reliable and inexpensive long-distance travel, a new freedom of
movement due to the collapse of the Iron Curtain as well as continuing wars and human hardship, the scientific question no longer is whether bilingualism and monolingualism are
equivalued alternatives, but rather whether and to what extent multilingual models of language
development have advantages for individuals and their respective societies or can be designed
in such a way as to produce said advantages.
Steering clear of the trivial observation that knowledge of languages increases one’s cultural capital, primarily qua their communicative potential or Q-value in the sense of de Swaan
(2001), and thus allows one to gain access to more speakers and different cultures, the ensuing
economic, social, and cultural advantages do not represent the focus of attention here. Rather,
we are interested in this case in various positive psychological or attitudinal effects related to
bilingualism and multilingualism as well as potentially favorable effects on language acquisition
and learning.
3.1

Executive function (control) and cognitive reserve

The deficit view of bilingualism was seriously questioned in the by now classic study by Peal &
Lambert (1962), opening up a highly successful strand of research documenting the ability of
children to acquire two languages simultaneously and successfully, while bringing to light certain previously unknown positive effects of bilingualism, particularly in terms of executive control (Bialystok 2001, 2018; Bialystok et al. 2012; Martin-Rhee & Bialystok 2008). According to
Bialystok et al. (2012: 241), executive control “is the set of cognitive skills based on limited
cognitive resources for such functions as inhibition, switching attention, and working memory.”
It is tested using a variety of tasks, inter alia the flanker task, the Simon task, and the Stroop
task, which involve the opposition of congruent and incongruent conditions of certain stimuli
(colors, shapes, letters, etc.) and measure the performance (usually reaction times) of subjects
in relation to these conditions. Typically, a bilingual subject group is tested against a monolingual control group. The relevant tests have been carried out on both children and adults and
tend to report better (i.e. faster) performance in bilinguals over monolinguals. One should bear
in mind that these are standard psychological tests that have been used to demonstrate the
influences of a host of other factors on executive control, such as level of blood alcohol, tiredness, illnesses, etc.
More recently and based on the above findings, it was hypothesized that bilingualism –
due to its positive effects on executive control – also contributes to what is known as cognitive
6

reserve, i.e. a cognitive buffer that can help to protect against age-related symptoms of cognitive decline. Generally, it is known that physical, intellectual, and social engagement contribute
to cognitive reserve (Bialystok 2012: 246). The hypothesis that bilingualism also contributes to
cognitive reserve was tested in Bialystok et al. (2007) on a sample of 184 patients diagnosed
with dementia. On average, bilingual patients developed symptoms of dementia four years
later than monolingual patients, with several confounding factors (education, socio-economic
status, etc.) being controlled for. Bialystok et al. (2004) compared younger and older bilingual
and monolingual subjects on the Simon task and found rather strong processing advantages in
older bilinguals in comparison to older monolinguals. Craik et al. (2010) represents a similar
study on the effects of bilingualism on the onset of Alzheimer’s disease, being able to identify
a significant delay in the onset of relevant symptoms in bilingual patients.3
Although the differences reported in the above studies typically reach statistical significance, it must be conceded that the practical relevance of the absolute differences sometimes
remains a bit difficult to see (being, say, 100ms faster or slower in the Simon task). Moreover,
several recent replication studies fail to substantiate Bialystok’s bilingual advantage hypothesis
(Paap et al. 2016; Duñabeitia & Carreiras 2015). Such contradictory findings have led to a renewed interest in the multilingual advantages debate. Lehtonen et al. (2018: 1), using a metaanalytic comparison, soberly conclude that “healthy bilingual adults do not have such a cognitive control advantage. The synthesis of 152 studies and 891 comparisons and several moderator variables does not show systematic advantages across the analyzed cognitive domains,
tasks, or bilingual populations.” Interestingly, Lehtonen et al. (2018: 413) detect a measurable
publication bias reporting that “small studies with low precision and large, positive effect sizes
might be overrepresented in the peer-reviewed literature, or that comparably small studies
with large, negative effect sizes are underrepresented.”
3.2

Cognitive development and educational attainment

Advantages of bilingualism and bilingual education have also been discussed in education studies where potentially positive effects are expected to impact cognitive development and educational attainment. In the relevant studies, bilingualism is typically understood in a special
sense and by and large restricted to ‘cognitive academic language proficiency’ (CALP; Cummins
2001: 58), which needs to be seen in contrast to ‘basic interpersonal communicative skills’
(BICS). This opposition essentially boils down to a register difference (academic versus colloquial language) and should not be confused with the broader term ‘language competence’ (see
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MacSwan 2000 for criticism regarding linguistic discrimination of minority and heritage speakers). In other words, ‘bilingualism’ in such studies first and foremost means ‘academic language
bilingualism’, and only the latter is supposed to positively impact on cognitive development and
educational attainment.
In two successive publications, Cummins (1976, 1979) introduced two hypotheses regarding academic language competence in the bilingual speaker, known as the ‘threshold hypothesis’ and the ‘interdependence hypothesis’. They both relate to the level of academic language competence of the languages in the bilingual mind, and specifically whether the observed bilingualism is additive or subtractive. The outcome of additive bilingualism is high levels
of competence in both languages (balanced bilingualism). Subtractive bilingualism can lead to
dominant bilingualism where high academic competence is only achieved in one language,
while the other language remains at a lower competence level. It can also lead to a situation in
which academic competence in both languages is low, sometimes referred to as ‘semilingualism’ – although this term has attracted widespread criticism for its negative connotation and
its potential for social stigmatization. After all, these speakers are perfectly fluent language users. What they lack is the academic register.
According to the threshold hypothesis (Cummins 1979: 230), positive cognitive effects
can be expected in situations of additive bilingualism, while dominant bilingualism, by which
language competency levels are higher in one language compared to the other, is associated
with neither positive nor negative effects. Put differently, a certain level of academic language
competence needs to be reached or surpassed before positive cognitive effects of bilingualism
begin to manifest themselves. It is not entirely clear what is meant by ‘positive cognitive effects’, but they are likely to present themselves in the form of higher educational attainment
or better school grades (see also Lasagabaster 1998, 2001). Cummins (1979: 233) furthermore
suggested a relationship between the languages in the bilingual mind such that academic competence in the one language has positive impacts on academic competence in the other. According to this interdependence hypothesis, for example, it is advantageous for heritage language speaking children to develop their heritage language academically while receiving
schooling in the majority language. Here again it remains difficult to operationalize and measure the interdependence between languages. As Berthele & Vanhove (2017: 4-5) point out,
several observable data sets measuring heritage and academic language competence are compatible with language interdependence, and, what is more, are also consistent with several
alternative principles such as language giftedness or more general cognitive skills.
3.3

Metalinguistic awareness

According to folk wisdom, the learning of further languages is a function of the languages that
one already knows such that previous language knowledge facilitates the learning of new languages. The more languages one already knows, the faster one can proceed in the learning of
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further languages. The scientific concept behind this intuitively plausible generalization is metalinguistic awareness, which Jessner (2006: 42) defines as the “ability to focus attention on
language as an object in itself or to think abstractly about language and, consequently, to play
with or manipulate language” or, according to Jessner (2008: 277), “the ability to focus on linguistic form and meaning […] to categorize words into parts of speech; [to] switch focus between form, function, and meaning; and [to] explain why a word has a particular function.”
Multilingualism is usually taken to increase metalinguistic awareness and multilingual proficiency (see Bialystok 2001 and Sanz 2012 for an overview).
A positive relationship between metalinguistic awareness and language proficiency has
been documented in several studies. For example, Lasagabaster (2001) finds a significant correlation between metalinguistic awareness and various skills in English (listening, reading,
speaking, grammar and writing). This study was carried out in the Basque Country and is based
on 252 bilingual students (Basque, Spanish) who studied English as a foreign language. The
strongest effects were measured for grammar and writing, although – contrary to expectation
– metalinguistic awareness also had a strong impact on speaking scores (less so on listening
and reading). Interestingly, we also find studies that document a negative correlation between
bilingualism and metalinguistic awareness, especially in the context of heritage language speakers (Spellerberg 2016).
3.4

Language acquisition and learning

More recently, bilingualism and multilingualism have been argued to carry additional positive
effects in that they facilitate the acquisition of additional languages (Cenoz 2013). It appears
that “General aspects of L3 proficiency [are] more favorable to bilinguals than those studies in
which very specific aspects of language proficiency were analyzed.” (Cenoz 2003: 80). Such
positive effects can present themselves in different ways. The Common European Framework
of Reference for Languages (CEFR), apart from distinguishing six proficiency levels, assumes
four kinds of language activities. These are:
–

reception (listening and reading),

–

production (spoken and written),

–

interaction (spoken and written),

–

and mediation (translating and interpreting).

In principle, positive effects of multilingual development could play out in all of these
domains. For example, bilingual (or multilingual) speakers learning English as a third or additional language could manifest heightened reception and interaction skills in comparison to a
monolingual control group of learners that received the same input. These heightened skills
can be expected to become evident in the requisite tasks, i.e. that a speaker with higher reception skills could draw more information more accurately from a listening or reading exercise.

9

Speakers with multilingual backgrounds may also be the better translators and interpreters,
which could be measured on the basis of translation/interpreting speed, but also accuracy.
If there are positive effects of multilingualism on the learning of additional languages,
these could also facilitate the acquisition of specific linguistic knowledge. Here, a multitude of
phenomena could in principle be investigated for positive effects, including:
–

lexicon (code-switching, semantic extension, calques)

–

grammar (subject-verb agreement, article usage, tense and aspect, word order etc.)

–

phonology (intonation, realization of specific phonemes)

–

pragmatic knowledge (politeness, directness, indirectness)

–

alphabetization, scripts (faster learning of new scripts, familiarity with scripts, understanding of script basis)

Positive effects in the above areas of language development (here focusing on English)
would be identifiable in higher target-like realizations (or fewer errors) in the linguistic behavior
of learners with a multilingual background in relation to those of learners who have grown up
in a monolingual environment. Another possibility could be that multilingually raised learners
may not differ from monolingually raised learners in regard to the number of errors, but rather
regarding the type or quality of errors – for example, higher numbers of errors which do not
greatly impede understanding – this would likewise illustrate a positive effect of multilingual
upbringings. If, in contrast, multilingual learners merely show different target-like realizations
from monolingual learners, but they produce more or less the same number of errors of the
same type or quality, they would not in this case demonstrate facilitative effects, but merely
different types of cross-linguistic influence. Most of the above domains have not been explored, but for some we do find data from previous studies.
Cenoz & Valencia (1994) studied 321 bilingual (Basque-Spanish) and monolingual (Spanish) secondary school students acquiring English as a third language. They found a significant
relationship between bilingualism and English language achievement, though they do not detail
which CEFR domain benefitted most. Confounding factors such socioeconomic status, exposure to English, general intelligence, and motivation had been controlled for (see Cenoz 2003:
75).
A study by Sanz (2000) sampled 124 Catalan-Spanish bilingual high school students learning English and compared their results with 77 Spanish-speaking subjects. The students completed English grammar and vocabulary tests. The bilingual students obtained higher scores in
English compared to their monolingual counterparts. Factors such as general intelligence, exposure, attitudes, motivation, and socioeconomic status were controlled for. It remains unclear, however, which CEFR domain benefitted most.
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Generally speaking, studies involving balanced bilinguals learning English as a third language tend to find a positive influence of bilingualism when compared to monolingual control
groups. In comparison, studies investigating unbalanced bilingual heritage speakers do not report differences between bilinguals and monolingual controls, nor do they identify any advantages or disadvantages in bilingual speakers (see Cenoz 2003: 77). For example, Sanders &
Meijers (1995) studied 46 Turkish-Dutch bilingual speakers, 31 Moroccan-Arabic bilingual
speakers and 15 Dutch speakers learning English as a third language in the Netherlands. They
tested the speakers for grammatical judgment, spontaneous language use, word comprehension, word production and word recognition. No differences between bilinguals and monolinguals were found.
There have also been attempts to identify positive effects of bilingualism for the processing of indirectness and politeness. For instance, Safont Jordà (2003) studied the realization
of requestive speech acts by 80 monolingual (Castilian) and 80 bilingual (Catalan and Castilian)
female learners of English as a foreign language and found rather striking advantages in bilinguals over monolinguals in this particular domain. Bilingual subjects in this study evaluated the
verbalization of request situations more appropriately and used a higher number of conventionally indirect forms. Safont Jordà (2003) explains these findings in terms of a heightened
metapragmatic awareness of the bilingual subjects.
3.5

Summary

In view of the above discussion, we conclude that the controversy about multilingual advantages is still ongoing and that the final word has not been spoken. It seems to be becoming
increasingly clear that matters of test design, subject selection, and, rather importantly, the
understanding of the word advantage are all crucial for determining the outcome of this debate.
The study of executive control in multilingual and monolingual subjects has produced
mixed results, with recent replication studies and meta-analyses adding to the skepticism. Interdependence between languages seems to exist, but it remains unclear what the cognitive
basis for the observable interdependence is and where exactly it can be expected to present
itself. There is little to no evidence for thresholds (Fleckenstein et al. 2018), and they generally
remain difficult to define.
Conversely, increased metalinguistic awareness as a consequence of multilingualism appears to be well documented. We consider this as one of the less controversial areas. Moreover, metalinguistic awareness is intuitively plausible – as is increased meta-cultural awareness
as a consequence of travelling and diverse cultural encounters.
When focusing on English-language-learning, bilingual learners of English have been
shown to have advantages over learners with a monolingual background, especially regarding
more general proficiencies and less with respect to target-like usage (Lorenz & Siemund 2019a).
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Balanced bilinguals here seem to profit more than subjects raised with other forms of bilingualism, such as a form seen in unbalanced bilingual heritage speakers (see Lorenz & Siemund
2019b for an overview).
4

Research questions

We here transfer the discussion surrounding multilingual advantages, metalinguistic awareness, and language learning into the ELF context, studying the self-assessed proficiencies of
academic ELF users in their English. We hypothesize that ELF users with a multilingual background are more skilled in their use of ELF and therefore report higher English proficiencies
than monolingually raised ELF users. This hypothesis is based on the observation frequently
made in previous studies that learners of English with a multilingual background enjoy learning
advantages over monolingually raised learners. Since the use of English as a lingua franca presupposes the learning of English as a second or additional language, such learning advantages
should carry over to ELF usage.
Specifically, we expect higher proficiencies in the domains of reception or comprehension, both listening and reading. This follows from the assumption of heightened metalinguistic
awareness in multilinguals. High levels of metalinguistic awareness can be expected to facilitate
the identification and understanding of unfamiliar linguistic structures, independently of
whether these are due to incomplete or erroneous acquisition. The present study excludes
subjects who acquired English as a native language, but we need to bear in mind that reading
comprehension may and certainly does involve texts produced by native speakers of English.
Proficiencies are here measured by self-assessments, and not by way of objective tests.
They need to be opposed to objective measures, which are currently not available for the academic context investigated here. Importantly, self-assessments may be biased by language
background and cultural background. This needs to borne in mind in the interpretation of the
results. For example, as for the context of Singapore, Leimgruber et al. (2018: 301) found that
Malays assess their own English language skills as being better than Chinese speakers of English,
even though objective measures show the reverse pattern.
5

Academic ELF users with multilingual and monolingual backgrounds

In a study conducted at the University of Hamburg in 2016 (for further information see Mueller
& Siemund 2017; Mueller 2018), students (n=1454) and instructors (n=341) were asked to fill
out an online questionnaire via the platform LimeSurvey in either English or German about the
languages in their respective linguistic repertoires, their L1s as well as the locations of the learning or acquisition of their respective languages, their attitudes toward the use of English as a
lingua franca, multilingualism as well as German as a foreign language and their proficiency in
various competency areas related to those defined by the Common European Framework of
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Reference for Languages (CEFR, Council of Europe 2001), namely listening comprehension,
reading comprehension, spoken interaction, spoken production, and written expression on a
scale from one to six, which was formulated to correspond to the CEFR proficiency levels of A1
to C2.
5.1

Methodology

An online questionnaire of core questions was developed as part of a larger consortium research study focusing on the topic of multilingualism in and around the University of Hamburg,
Germany. The project was funded by the Kompetenzzentrum Nachhaltige Universität (Competence Centre for a Sustainable University) of the University of Hamburg and was comprised of
four studies with varying foci pertaining to the university setting, each led by teams from various university departments, namely on multilingualism in healthcare at the University Medical
Center by the Department of Medical Psychology, multilingualism in research by the Department of German Linguistics, multilingualism in university governance and administration in the
Department of Education, and multilingualism vis á vis English as a lingua franca in university
instruction in the Department of English Linguistics. The core questions were derived from the
linguistic competencies set forth by the Common European Frame of Reference for Language
(Council of Europe 2001) and used wording modeled after the descriptions of each of the competency areas of reading comprehension, listening comprehension, spoken production, spoken
interaction, and written expression. The CEFR self-assessment grid provides descriptions of
can-statements corresponding to each of the CEFR proficiency levels from A1 (beginner) to C2
(mastery) (A1/A2 basic user; B1/B2 independent user; C1/C2 proficient user, see Council of
Europe 2001 for comparison).
The methodology and results presented here stem from the study on multilingualism vis
á vis English as a lingua franca in the context of university instruction, undertaken by the Department of English Linguistics. The target group specified in this sub-project consisted of students and instructors at the University of Hamburg. As it was assumed that instructors would
tend to be older than the students, the presumption was that the instructors may have been
exposed to fewer languages and perhaps only certain languages compared to the students.
More specifically, although it is currently common practice that pupils in German primary and
secondary schools are mandated to have English as a first foreign language as part of their core
curriculum from the first grade – and some even prior to primary school, this was not always
the case in Germany, particularly in East Germany in the former German Democratic Republic
(1949 until 1990), where pupils learnt Russian as a first foreign language and were often not
exposed to English until much later, if at all. For this reason, the target group was divided between students and instructors, in order to observe whether there may be differences in selfreported multilingualism between participants from younger versus older generations.
The online-questionnaires asked participants to first list languages, dialects and/or varieties (up to 15) in which they possessed any degree of receptive and/productive proficiency and
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then to select which level they would ascribe to their own language competencies and skills in
each of the languages listed. The self-assessments of linguistic abilities were based on a sixpoint Likert-scale from one (low or rudimentary proficiency) to six (high proficiency or mastery),
which was inspired by the levels A1 through C2 of the CEFR (Council of Europe 2001) and covered each of the following competence areas: listening comprehension, spoken production,
reading comprehension, spoken interaction and written expression.
1454 students and 341 instructors took part in the online survey. In the following, the
two sample groups will be described in greater detail. Of the students who participated in the
survey, 915 chose to indicate their gender. 624 (68.2%) identified as female and 291 (31.8%)
identified as male. Of the 1,004 students who indicated their respective age ranges, 725
(72.2%) indicated being between the ages of 21 and 29, 143 (9.8%) between 30 and 40, 73
(7.3%) as being under 20, 26 (2.6%) between 41 and 50, 28 (1.9%) as being over 60, and 9
(0.9%) between 51 and 60 (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Age ranges of the students in the sample.

Regarding the other sample group, 224 of the 341 instructors who participated in the study
chose to identify their gender. Of those, 117 (34.45%) identified as male, and 107 (31.55%)
identified themselves as being female. Among those instructors who chose to indicate their age
ranges, 92 (38.5%) reported being between 30 and 40; 56 (23.4%) indicated being under 30;
46 (19.2%) identified their age range as being between 41 and 50; 36 (15.1%) reported being
between 51 and 60, and nine (3.8%) indicated being over 60 years of age (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Age ranges of the instructors in the sample.

Using the software program SPSS 23 (IBM Corp. 2015) descriptive statistics (i.e., frequencies,
means, standard deviations) were initially computed and chi-square tests or KolmogorovSmirnov tests were calculated to determine whether the distributions of these results conformed to a normal distribution. In order to determine whether differences in means reached
statistical significance, Levene-Tests for Homogeneity of Variance were calculated in order to
determine whether or not data from independent samples demonstrated similar patterns of
variance, and independent t-tests were performed.
5.2

Language repertoires and overall proficiencies

A total of 279 languages, including dialects, varieties, creole languages, pidgin languages, sign
languages, one deafblind manual alphabet, programming languages and artificial languages
were reported to be used receptively and/or productively by students and instructors. Of these
279 languages, 93 (i.e. 66 languages and 27 varieties or dialects) were identified as ‘L1s’.
5.2.1 Language repertoires
Of those who filled out the online questionnaire, 1252 students and 290 instructors indicated
which and how many languages they make use of receptively and/or productively. Students
reported that they were able to understand and or speak between one and 15 languages, and
instructors listed between two and 15 languages. On average, both students and instructors
reported possessing receptive and/or productive skills in about five languages. Specifically, students listed on average 5.68 languages (Median=5; Mode=4; SD=2.59), and instructors reported being able to use an average of 5.71 languages (Median=5; Mode=4; SD=2.63) receptively and/or productively.
In total, 929 students (77.6%) and 239 instructors (87.2%) indicated that they had acquired one L1. Figure 3 visualizes their L1s by means of clouds.
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Figure 3: Monolingually raised students´ (left) and instructors’ (right) L1s.

230 (19.2%) students reported having acquired more than one L1 (i.e. between two and four
L1s), and 35 (12.8%) instructors reported having been raised with more than one L1 (i.e., between two and three L1s). These findings are visualized in Figure 4.4

Figure 4: Multilingually raised students´ (left) and instructors’ (right) L1s.

Due to the fact that we presumed that no participants would be monolingual in the classic
sense and only be able to understand and use one language, in the present study, we will compare participants based on their linguistic upbringing, be it monolingual or multilingual. In other
words, monolingually raised students and instructors (i.e. those who were brought up using
only one language) will be compared to those raised in two or more languages (i.e. two, three,
and four), establishing a contrast between monolingually raised ELF speakers and multilingually
raised ELF speakers.
Among monolingually raised students, the following L1s were most frequently identified:
German (students: n= 808; 87%; instructors: n=211; 88.3%), Russian (students: n=21; 2.3%;
instructors: n=2; 0.8%), English (students: n=18; 1.9%; instructors: n=9; 3.8%), Chinese (students: n=13; 1.4%), Polish (students: n=6; 0.6%); French (students: n=5; 0.5%; instructors: n=2;
0.8%), and Turkish, Spanish and Italian (students: each n=5; 0.5%).

4

The terms Plattdeutsch and Platt are colloquial terms for referring to a regional dialect or minority language.

However, it is unclear which regional dialects or minority languages are being referred to, as Plattdeutsch and
Platt are general terms which do not differentiate between the two statuses.

16

In order to focus only on ELF users, those participants who indicated English as one of
their L1s were excluded from further analyses regarding English language proficiency. Once
students who indicated speaking English as one of their L1s had been excluded (N=1397), 911
(82.7%) reported having been raised monolingually, and 191 (17.3%) identified more than one
L1. Once instructors with English as an L1 had been filtered out, 324 remained, and of those,
229 (89.1%) reported having been raised monolingually, and 28 (10,9%) multilingually.
5.2.2 Self-assessment of language competencies and skills
Among the 279 languages identified in the linguistic repertoires of the students and instructors,
the five languages which were named most frequently overall were the (foreign) languages
traditionally offered in German schools: English (students: n=1153; instructors=278), German
(students: n=1153; instructors: n=271), French (students: n=740; instructors: n=206), Spanish
(students: n=641; instructors: n=133), and Italian (students: n=295; instructors: n=91).
As a trend, multilingually raised participants tended to list more languages in their linguistic repertoires (students: monolingually raised: n=926; M=5.54; SD=2.56; multilingually
raised: n=229; M=6.43; SD=2.50; Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=0.43; p=0.84;
t(355.65)=-4.81; p<0.01; instructors: monolingually raised: n=239; M=5.54; SD=2.60; multilingually raised: n=35; M=6.66; SD=2.07; Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=1.12;
p=0.29; t(51.05)=-2.88; p<0.01) and reported being more proficient in each of their languages
compared to their monolingually raised peers (see Mueller & Siemund, 2017 for further details).
In general, students and instructors rated themselves as possessing ‘very good’ overall
proficiency in English, as indicated by their composite scores summing the total of their selfassessed English proficiency levels in the five domains of the CEFR, which will be elaborated on
in further detail below. Their scores ranged from 5 to 30, with a composite score of 5 indicating
basic language skills in all five domains and a score of 30 being associated with mastery in all
five domains (instructors: M=26.68; SD=3.79; students: M=24.76; SD=4.73), and average selfrated language proficiency levels in various languages were consistently higher for multilingually raised students and instructors when compared to their monolingually raised counterparts (Mueller & Siemund, 2017). More specifically, when focusing on self-assessed proficiency
composite scores in English, multilingually raised participants rate themselves as being more
proficient overall when compared to their monolingually raised counterparts (see Figures 3 and
4 below).
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Figure 5: Monolingually raised vs. multilingually raised students’ average self-assessed
proficiency levels (with standard deviations in orange).

Multilingually raised students (M=25.37; SD=4.2) rated themselves as being more significantly
confident in their English-language abilities when compared to monolingually raised students
(M=24.67; SD=4.8; Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=2.84; p=0.09; t(289.12)=-2.00;
p<0.05).5

5

A statistically significant Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance indicates that the variances within the two

independent groups (i.e. in this case monolingually raised students and multilingually raised students) are statistically similar. A significant t-test score indicates that there is a significant difference in the mean values of the
respective self-assessed proficiency scores between the two independent groups, namely monolingually raised
participants and multilingually raised participants.

18

Figure 6: Monolingually raised vs. multilingually raised instructors’ average self-assessed
proficiency levels (with standard deviations in orange).

When compared to monolingually raised instructors (M=26.46; SD=3.93), multilingually raised
instructors rated their overall English proficiency as being significantly higher (M=28; SD=2.34;
Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=5.56; p=0.02; t(250)=-2.02; p<0.05).
5.3

CEFR domains

In order to allow for self-assessments that are based on a standard, the CEFR self-assessment
descriptions were used and applied to the domains of listening comprehension, speaking, reading comprehension, spoken interaction and writing, which are also defined as language proficiency domains by the CEFR.
The online questionnaire was programmed in such a way which allowed participants to
list each of the languages in which they possessed any degree of proficiency, and subsequently
they could choose the proficiency levels for each of their self-identified languages.

Listening comprehension: How well are you able to able to understand each of these languages

when you listen?
I am able to… (in these languages)
1= understand some words and phrases
2= understand simple sentences in everyday situations (e.g., shopping, at work)
3= understand the gist of conversations, at work, on the radio/television
4= understand when someone gives a presentation or reads the news
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5= understand longer speeches, films and TV series without much effort
6= understand everything or nearly everything effortlessly, even when someone speaks quickly
or with an accent

Reading comprehension: How well are you able to read and understand?

I am able to… (in these languages)
1= understand some words and phrases
2= read short texts (adverts, brochures, menus)
3= read texts written in simple language
4= read longer texts about current topics (e.g., newspaper articles and reports)
5= read long non-fictional texts and literature (e.g., detective stories or romance novels)
6= read everything, including specialised scientific articles and literary works

Spoken interaction: How well are you able to take part in conversations?

I am able to… (in these languages)
1= say words or phrases
2= build simple sentences in everyday situations (e.g., shopping, at work)
3= take part in conversations about familiar topics
4= take part in discussions and defend my positions in familiar situations
5= express myself well in everyday and professional situations and discuss topics with others
6= effortlessly take part in conversations and express myself appropriately

Spoken production: How well are you able to speak coherently?

I am able to… (in these languages)
1= say some words and phrases
2= describe my family/career in simple sentences
3= communicate my experiences and opinions in coherent sentences
4= give detailed commentaries about many topics that I am interested in
5= present complicated topics thoroughly and in a well structured manner
6= debate topics fluidly, logically and appropriately
20

Written expression: How well are you able to write?

I am able to… (in these languages)
1= write short, simple fixed phrases (e.g., holiday greetings) and personal data/information
2= write short, simple notes/messages or simple letters (e.g., to thank someone)
3= write simple personal accounts and longer personal letters
4= compose detailed texts about many topics that are of interest to me
5= describe complicated topics thoroughly and in a well structured manner
6= compose reports, articles, and sophisticated letters in a clear, fluid, stylistically appropriate
manner

Listening comprehension: As seen above, the proficiency domain of listening comprehension
refers to participants´ perception of their ability to listen and understand spoken English to
varying degrees.
When comparing monolingually raised with multilingually raised students, there appeared to be a slight difference in favor of multilingually raised students. However, upon closer
examination, the differences in self-assessed listening comprehension were not statistically significant (Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=0.57; p=0.45; t(293.87)=-1.72; p=0.09).
Among instructors, as with the students, there was no statistically significant difference
between the self-assessed listening comprehension levels of monolingually raised instructors
compared to their multilingually raised peers (Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance:
F=0.10; p=0.75; t(39.05)=-1.82; p=0.08). Nevertheless, the multilingually raised instructors confirm the positive trend.
Reading comprehension: The domain of reading comprehension deals with participants´ perceived ability to read and understand various types of text to varying degrees in written English.
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With reference to self-assessed reading comprehension among monolingually raised versus multilingually raised students (see Figure 7), the latter showed statistically significantly
higher self-assessed levels of reading comprehension compared to their monolingually raised
peers (Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=3.40; p=0.07; t(305.90)=-2.02; p<0.05).

Figure 7: Reading comprehension among multilingually raised vs. monolingually raised
students.

The statistically significant difference between monolingually raised versus multilingually raised
students was not seen among instructors in regard to self-assessed reading comprehension
(Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=7.49; p<0.01; t(253)=--1.47; p=0.14), though the
overall positive trends remains.
Spoken interaction: The domain of spoken interaction describes the degree to which participants feel confident in their ability to engage in conversational interactions in English.
When comparing monolingually and multilingually raised students´ self-assessed skills regarding general spoken interaction, there was no statistically significant difference between
the two groups (Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=4.87; p<0.05; t(1079)=-1.84;
p=0.07).
Just as seen with regard to students´ self-assessed spoken interaction skills, there was no
statistically significant difference found between monolingually raised versus multilingually
raised instructors (Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=4.94; p<0.05; t(252)=-1.82;
p=0.07). The overall positive trend for multilingually raised students and instructors, though,
persists.
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Spoken production: Whereas spoken interaction relates to conversational English skills, the domain of spoken production deals with participants´ perceived abilities regarding producing coherent speech in terms of monologues, such as giving speeches or presentations – a skill which
is often required in the academic context.
When examining self-assessments of their ability to speak coherently at various levels,
multilingually raised students reported significantly greater confidence in their abilities when
compared to their monolingually raised peers (Figure 8; Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=7.69; p=0.01; t(1079)=-2.33; p<0.05). This difference turned out to be statistically significant.

Figure 8: Spoken production among multilingually raised vs. monolingually raised students.

As with the students, multilingually raised instructors were also significantly more confident in
their abilities to produce coherent speech in English compared to their monolingually raised
peers (Figure 9; Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=3.59; p=0.06; t(41.97)=-2.11;
p<0.05). Calculating the difference also produced statistically significant results.
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Figure 9: Spoken production among multilingually raised vs. monolingually raised instructors.

Written expression: As is the case with spoken production, the domain of written expression is
one that is often required of students and instructors in academia to varying degrees. This domain refers to participants´ ability to compose understandable written texts in English.
With respect to their self-assessed writing abilities, there was no statistically significant
difference between monolingually raised students compared to their multilingually raised
peers (Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=4.21; p<0.05; t(1075)=-1.38; p=0.17), but
multilingually raised students again reported higher values.
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Unlike the students, among instructors those who had been raised multilingually reported significantly higher levels of self-assessed writing ability when compared to their mon-

Figure 10: Written expression in multilingually raised vs. monolingually raised instructors.

olingually raised counterparts (Figure 10; Levene-Test for Homogeneity of Variance: F=4.26;
p<0.05; t(252)=-2.31; p=0.05).
6

Discussion

The research question that we formulated at the outset of this study suggested an influence of
language background on self-assessed proficiency in ELF, where language background is
broadly defined as monolingual in opposition to multilingual upbringing. This categorization of
language backgrounds, of course, represents a simplification, particularly seeing as how we did
not detail age of onset, acquisition trajectory, language dominance, or language use of the
mother tongues during the acquisition process. Some multilingual competencies or skills in the
sample may be additive, others may be subtractive. Some participants may show balanced bilingualism, while others may not. Moreover, in some cases, the background languages are genealogically and/or typologically closely related, whereas in other cases they are more distantly
related. In an ideal world, such confounding factors would be controlled for. We also know,
however, that subsamples quickly shrink and become meaningless statistically, once a large
number of external conditions is factored in. One positive aspect of our sample is that students
and instructors define relatively homogenous social groups in terms of educational background.
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6.1

Self-assessed proficiencies

In the present study, we used self-assessed proficiencies as a proxy for objective proficiencies.
This approach, of course, is not without problems, as subjects may overestimate or underestimate certain proficiencies. The advantage of relying on self-assessments is that the sample can
be relatively large. With over 1,500 participants, the sample employed here is comparatively
substantial in size and certainly meaningful. Replicating this study with objectively measuring
tests would be extremely expensive and time-consuming (see www.mez.uni-hamburg.de for
such an approach amongst secondary school students). Thus, it remains to be seen to what
extent the results reported here can be generalized, as we have focused on self-assessed proficiencies in one particular register (i.e. ELF).
6.2

Advantages of multilinguals in the use of ELF

The idea of a multilingual advantage in ELF proficiency follows from recent and ongoing work
on multilingual development in which a number of areas have been identified where bilingual
and multilingual speakers manifest heightened performance in comparison to monolinguals.
These include, inter alia, executive function, cognitive development, metalinguistic awareness,
and language acquisition and learning. To be sure, the relevant advantages or performance
boosts are not necessarily dramatic, and there are also disadvantages, but still, it remains an
interesting observation in itself that monolinguals on the one hand and bilinguals/multilinguals
on the other show differences in the aforementioned domains. Since ELF communication represents a special case in the use of an additional language and in and of itself instigates skewings
in linguistic performance (“simplicity in grammar, complexity in lexis, and explicitness in discourse”, Mauranen 2012: 56), we hypothesized that multilingually raised ELF speakers outperform monolingually raised ELF speakers in general proficiency, or at least in selected areas of
proficiency.
In the sample explored here, instructors consistently report higher proficiencies than students, both with a monolingual and a multilingual background. This is certainly not unexpected,
as instructors are typically older than students, typically possess more learning experience in
and academically related exposure to English, represent the more advanced ELF users in an
academic context, and usually have encountered many ELF users with different backgrounds in
an international context. These highly consistent differences between students and instructors
underline the representativeness and reliability of the self-assessments in the present sample,
and perhaps of self-assessments in general. Instructors, thus, possess an advantage over students as a consequence of age and experience.
Multilingually raised subjects, both students and instructors, consistently report higher
values than monolingually raised subjects. The mean difference for students is 0.7 and 1.54 for
instructors, here relying on the composite scores (recall Figures 1 and 2). This generalization
applies to all CEFR domains investigated here. We find an absolutely consistent overall trend
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that reaches statistical significance regarding the composite scores as well as in selected CEFR
domains, depending on the group of subjects considered. We interpret this finding as a general
advantage of multilingually raised ELF users over their monolingually raised peers. These results
nicely tie in with reports from previous studies identifying multilingual advantages in regard to
learning additional languages (Cenoz & Valencia 1994; Lasagabaster 1998, 2001; Sanz 2000).
However, since we here focused on proficiencies in just one language (i.e. English), these particular results of the study cannot inform the debate surrounding Cummins’ (1976, 1979) interdependence and threshold hypotheses, although this tendency was seen across languages
in this study (see Mueller & Siemund 2017 for an overview of further language comparisons).
In spoken production, the differences reported between multilingually and monolingually
raised students and instructors both reach statistical significance. We did not expect this, hypothesizing instead that multilingual upbringing would impact most strongly on listening and
reading comprehension. This follows from the assumption that knowledge of several languages
increases metalinguistic awareness and thus facilitates the identification and analysis of unfamiliar linguistic forms and meanings. Spoken production assesses the ability to speak coherently. The three highest scores, i.e. four, five, and six on the scale used here, respectively measure if subjects are able to “give detailed commentaries about many topics that [they are] interested in”, if they can “present complicated topics thoroughly and in a well structured manner”,
and if they think that they can “debate topics fluidly, logically and appropriately”. We can here
only speculate about the reasons why multilingual upbringing should significantly impact on
spoken production, but we may note that the above self-assessment statements essentially
capture argumentative skills that in themselves presuppose high levels of language proficiency.
High level argumentative skills, in turn, may be something that is sensitive to metalinguistic
awareness of which speakers with multilingual backgrounds are known to enjoy higher levels.
Another interpretation (suggested by Eliane Lorenz, p.c.) could be based on the assumption
that speakers with multilingual backgrounds experience lower levels of anxiety when using ELF,
hence feel more confident, and therefore report higher production scores than ELF users with
a monolingual background. The lower levels of anxiety, in turn, could result from having more
extensive experience with languages that multilingually raised ELF users can be assumed to
have gathered.
As far as reading comprehension is concerned, only multilingually raised students report
statistically significantly higher values. We expected this result as a consequence of higher levels of metalinguistic awareness due to multilingual upbringing.
Interestingly enough, in written expression only instructors with a multilingual background claim to have higher proficiency scores that are significant in a technical sense. The
multilingually raised students in the present sample do not report a similarly strong effect, even
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though they show the same tendency. We would here like to submit that instructors write substantially more English texts than students and could consequently be expected to be more
experienced in this particular CEFR domain.
We also believe that our sample illustrates a fundamental problem in the identification
and interpretation of multilingual advantages. Even though there is an overall difference between monolingually and multilingually raised ELF users regarding their self-assessed proficiencies that is statistically significant, such significance is not reached in all CEFR domains. The
deltas in listening comprehension and spoken interaction, for example, do not reach statistical
significance, and with respect to reading comprehension and written expression only those for
either students or instructors do, but not for both. In other words, we find meaningful advantages in selected domains and subsamples. Supposing we merely focused on these statistically meaningful results and ignored the inconclusive values, a strong case for a general multilingual advantage could in principle be made. However, there is a danger of positive bias and a
more realistic interpretation of the data set suggests advantages in some domains, though not
in others. These results, thus, underline the skepticism raised in recent studies (recall the discussion of Lehtonen et al. 2018 above). Multilingualism simply does not work wonders, and
monolingually raised subjects are by no means disadvantaged ELF users.
7

Summary and outlook

This study was meant to provide an overview and critical assessment of the current debate
surrounding multilingual advantages. Moreover, its goal was to further inform this debate by
discussing new data from a recent online survey on self-assessed ELF proficiencies in tertiary
education.
The results demonstrate that the field remains in a state of continuing discussion and
controversy, as current research has failed to establish an incontestable multilingual advantage
and several recent replications studies cannot confirm earlier, far-reaching claims regarding
such advantages in specific cognitive domains. Nevertheless, in equal measure there appears
to be no evidence supporting assertions that would suggest negative consequences of multilingual upbringing.
The present study revealed statistically significantly higher self-assessed proficiencies of
ELF users with a multilingual background in comparison to those raised in a monolingual environment. We interpret this finding in terms of a multilingual advantage. Higher ELF proficiencies emerged especially prominently in the domains of spoken production, reading comprehension, and written production.
Clearly, the current study needs to be replicated using objectively measured proficiencies, as self-assessments can be expected to be skewed in various directions, based on a number of individual and collective factors.
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