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Bi/multilingualism over the lifespan



Challenges

• Multilingualism is the norm worldwide, but there 
are still many prejudices and misconceptions –
many old, some new
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Old and new myths
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What does research show?

• Knowing more than languages can give a range of 
linguistic and cognitive benefits over the lifespan 
that can enhance future perspectives and 
everyday life

• These benefits are not automatic: they depend on 
positive attitudes and effective responses to 
challenges

6



It doesn’t matter which languages
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• It’s the fact of having 
more than one 
language that matters, 
regardless of modality.

• THERE ARE NO ‘MORE 
USEFUL’ OR ‘LESS 
USEFUL’ LANGUAGES 
FROM THIS POINT OF 
VIEW!



BILINGUAL CHILDREN ARE 
GENIUSES!

BILINGUALS DON’T GET 
ALZHEIMER’S!
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New myths



Are these effects automatic?
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These benefits are not always 
found in all bilinguals because 
the type of bilingual experience
plays a role: language distance, 
patterns of use, exposure to 
variation, attitudes, individual 
differences….



However, many 
educational and diagnostic 
tests are still based on 
monolingual norms

• Risk of over/under-
diagnosis: some typical 
delays and mistakes in 
bilingual children may 
look like speech 
impairments but in most 
cases are not.
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“Bilingual”  à NOT the sum of two 
monolinguals



Challenges in an English-dominant 
world
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Out of the world’s 
approximately 7.5 
billion inhabitants, 1.5 billion 
speak English (20% of the 
Earth’s population)

About 360 million people 
speak English as their first 
language. 

English is by far the most 
commonly studied foreign 
language in the world, followed 
by French at a distant second.

http://www.theworldcounts.com/counters/shocking_environmental_facts_and_statistics/world_population_clock_live
https://www.babbel.com/en/magazine/the-10-most-spoken-languages-in-the-world
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/04/23/the-worlds-languages-in-7-maps-and-charts/?utm_term=.5f67c110bad4


• The UK had the worst language 
skills of all countries in the EU.

• Lack of language skills costs the 
UK economy  £48 billion a year 
(2014 estimate).
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“Privileged monolingualism” in the 
Anglosphere



Roughly 6,000 to 7,000 
languages spoken worldwide 

• 25 languages account for 
more than half of the world’s 
populations

• The vast majority of 
languages are minority 
languages in every country 
in which they are spoken.

• By the end of this century, 
half of the world’s languages 
will have disappeared 
(UNESCO estimate)

MINORITY LANGUAGES
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Linguistic diversity disappearing



Research: up to now

28 May 2025:



Research: up to now

Bilingualism research has been/ still is too fractioned, for example:

• BFLA, SLA…. (No ‘critical period’)
• L1 attrition, l2 learning… (they can be related in a positive 
way)
• Linguistic vs. cognitive vs. neuro vs. social factors
• Monolingual speaker as the point of reference

ACADEMIC WARS!



Moving ahead: next 5-10 years

Interdisciplinarity seen as necessary

Understanding gradience and gradient effects of 
bilingualism: the heterogeneity of the bilingual experience

Multifactorial approaches to understand the variable results 
(and null results)



Looking ahead: next 25 years

Stop monolingualism as the point of reference

Avoid both negative perception of multilingualism and over-
positive perception

Understanding language changes due to AI

Learning from public engagement



Connecting research and society

• Learning to communicate to people outside 
academia:
– Simplifying complexity (often not easy to accept for 

researchers)
– Adapting contents and styles to very different 

audiences
– Learning to find the best possible solutions, taking into 

account priorities and constraints and understanding 
the need to  ’compromise’
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Joining the (many) dots

… among different subfields of research 
on language, language learning, and 
bilingualism, and different 
populations

… between research and society

MORE INFORMATION =
BETTER DECISIONS



Bilingualism Matters
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Founded in 2008

Seminars and training for families, educators, 
health professionals, policy makers, international 
companies and institutions; increasingly also 
children and younger people

Public engagement, policy advice, media attention

Research commissioned by stakeholders

Wide network of international branches, which 
became a non-profit organisation

Division of labour with BM@Edinburgh



35 partners:

- 25 in the UK and 
Europe

- 6 in the US
- 1 in Canada 
- 1 in the Middle 

East
- 1 in China
- 1 in Australia

International network



Most recent BM partner (17 September 
2025)



BM collective events 

All year round

- Workshops & events 
(both in person and online)

ANNUAL events

- BM Symposium 
(2018, 2019, 2020, 2021, 

2022, 2023, 2025, 2026) 



Bilingualism Matters Symposium: 
Milan, 27-29 April 2026 
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From research to the community, 
and back again
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The experience of public 
engagement gives 
• a better understanding 
of the contexts of 
research questions and 
more research insights
• a better ability to 
communicate across 
disciplinary boundaries
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More insightful cross-disciplinary 
research



Funded research projects
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New students’ community 

Student-led projects

Training

Students’ initiatives

Bilingualism Matter community: 
students 



• Students and visitors volunteer to 
assist with particular BM 
activities or projects.

• Training and opportunities to talk 
to the general public and engage 
in community projects.

• This experience is increasingly 
valued by employers.
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Student training and experience



Partnerships and collaborations 
in the UK 
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Wider partnerships and 
collaborations



Wider partnerships and 
collaborations
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Edi ted by Ju l ie  Franck ,  Feder ico Fa loppa ,  and Theodoros Mar in is .

Book Release: Myths and Facts about Multilingualism
Drawing on groundbreak ing research f rom the EU’s  Mul t iMind pro ject ,  th is
en l ighten ing vo lume debunks common misconcept ions surrounding
mul t i l ingua l ism and i l luminates  i ts  profound impact  on our  mind ,  bra in ,  and
society .  Wi th  contr ibut ions f rom top researchers  across 14  countr ies ,  the  book
expert ly  br idges l ingu ist ics ,  neurosc ience ,  psychology ,  and more ,  of fer ing ins ights
not  on ly  in to  the cogni t ive  and neura l  benef i ts  of  mul t i l ingua l ism but  a lso  i ts
p ivota l  ro le  in  educat ion ,  hea l th ,  and therapeut ic  set t ings .

Publ icat ion date  :
January  1 ,  2024 

Language:  Eng l ish

ISBN:  978-1-63607-
484-9

Reta i l  Pr ice :  
US $24.99

Pre-order  wi th  BM24
coupon code for  20%
discount

Presented by

Books



Back to challenges…
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• Which research? Whose research?

• Learning to communicate clearly and to identify the 
main messages

• Universities tend to attach great importance to ‘impact’ 
but on a competitive, rather than collaborative,  basis

• Understanding the practices of policy making and their 
constraints



Back to challenges…
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• Connecting and coordinating actions (within countries, 
across countries)

• Integrating different kinds of research expertise and 
public engagement experiences

• Exercising a political (non-partisan) role

• Learning from each other!



www.bilingualism-matters.org

@BilingMatters

www.facebook.com/BilingMatters

a.sorace@ed.ac.uk

info@bilingualism-matters.org

@AntoSorace
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THANK YOU!

http://www.facebook.com/BilingMatters

