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Gaby Shoshani

L_ Interactions between Language Acquisition —
and Language Loss among Multilinguals

Introduction

Multilingualism may pose special concerns to new immigrants in the process of
learning the language of their new environment. Growing dominance of the target
language may come at the expense of the speaker's prior languages.

Members of a group of well-educated multilinguals, new immigrant EFL teachers
participating in a retraining course, faced a serious dilemma. On the one hand, these
people felt a strong need to acquire high Hebrew proficiency as rapidly as possible.
On the other hand, they frequently found themselves switching unintentionally into
Hebrew while talking English and were afraid that Hebrew was "taking over" their
English. They wanted to know how to combat English attrition. One member of the
group said that she thought she should stop working on her Hebrew so she wouldn’t
lose her English. But could she afford to do so? Another tried to think of reasons
why this was happening to her. Was it because she had never formally learned He-
brew, but had rather acquired oral proficiency through exposure and the need to
communicate with the people around her?

Questions raised by this group of immigrants inspired the present study in which
involuntary code switching and FL loss are explored. Despite its limited scope, dis-
ciplined data collection and qualitative analyses could shed light on variables that
interact with attrition and acquisition of nonnative languages among some
multilinguals. Findings might be generalizable to wider populations in different so-
ciolinguistic contexts.

Key words: code switching, attrition, proficiency, second language, foreign lan-
guage, multilingualism
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Interactions between Language Acquisition and Language Loss among Multitinguat

Literature Review

Code Mixing and Code Switching

Speakers who share more than one language often mix languages in varying degrees
when communicating with one another. This phenomenon, coined in the literature
as code switching (CS) and code mixing (CM)!, is the subject of several studies
cited below. These studies focus on use of these strategies by (1) speakers sharing
knowledge of more than one language and (2) language learners.

In the first instance, CM and CS serve discourse functions, enabling bilingual speakers
to take advantage of both language systems. The use of CM and CS may also serve
a sociat function affecting interpersonal relations and communicating a sense of
social unity and belonging within groups of bilinguals. In the case of language learn-
ers, CM and CS may be used to compensate for gaps in the speaker’s TL proficiency
or as a learning strategy.

Whereas many tesearchers use the terms interchangeably, Olshiain and Blum-Kulka
(1989) make the following distinction: CS refers to instances when speakers alter-
nate higher level constituents from different codes or languages that are at east
grammatical clauses or sentences. CM refers to the insertion of smaller units of one
language, ¢.g. words or idiomatic expressions into sentences of another language.
Other yesearchers use the terms interchangeably. Likewise, no distinction is made
between CS and CM in the current study.

Language Status and Other Predictor Variables

The importance of language status becomes apparent in several studies investigat-
ing various types of intentional CS and CM,

“Hebrish™

Olshtain and Blum-Kulka (1989) investigated a special variety of English/Hebrew
mixture that is commonly used among American-Israelis - "Hebrish". The predictor
variables under study were (a) language status, (b) L1 and L2 proficiency, (c) out-
siders present at the time of the conversation, and (d) domain.

T LKTOWN — e INw ~ER§ -



Gaby Shoshani

Dinner conversations of eleven families living in Israel from nine to fifteen years
provided the data-collection framework for this study. Due to the high status of
English in Israel, parents maintained their English and helped their children achieve
a high level of English proficiency. Thus, conversations among family members
were predominantly English with Hebrew CM, with parents scaffolding for their
younger children to enrich their English vocabulary. Children showed an interest in
achieving a high level of English, e.g. cooperating with parents’ scaffolding, reading
English for pleasure and playing language teaching games with younger siblings.

It is interesting to note that family members generally addressed the technicians
filming the dinner conversations in Hebrew, even though these outsiders were fluent
in English. Thus, talking their special variety of English/Hebrew among themselves
seems to express a sense of social unity felt by American-Israelis as opposed to how
they feel when communicating with non-American Israelis.

The ambivalent status of English in Mexico and Chicano communities in the
US

A study of English-Spanish CS focuses on the role of language status (McClure,
1992). CS found in literary, political and news magazines in Mexico is compared to
oral CS found in conversations in Chicano communities in the United States. Sig-
nificant syntactical and pragmatic differences were found. In the Mexican press,
Spanish is the matrix language, whereas in Chicano CS the matrix language is not
always discernible. In the Mexican data, CS has limited pragmatic function and is
more restricted syntactically. Several explanations are offered. The written channel
addresses an anonymous audience and is constrained by a negative attitude toward
the type of CS found in the Chicano communities in the United States. Furthermore,
English is used in the Mexican press for precise imagery and to create a sophisti-
cated tone and to attack American politics and values, reflecting the ambivalent
status of English in Mexico.

The symbolic domination of English in Hong Kong

A recent Hong Kong study (Lin, 1996) reveals once again the powerful effect of
language status upon CS. The historical and socioeconomic context of classroom
CS was investigated through empirical analysis of teachers' and students' instances
of CS. The researcher concludes that classroom CS is the local pragmatic response
to the symbolic domination of English in Hong Kong schools.

-E9Q - 1972 ,K*DWN - K N



Interactions between Language Acquisition and Lariguage Lass among Multilingual

Thinking Processes Reflected in CS and CM

A different line of research focuses on the thinking processes involved in CS and
CM.

Voluntary and involuntary mixing of languages

Selinker and Baumgartner-Cohen (1995) investigate the occurrence of CM in mul-
tiple language acquisition. Their claim is that there is interlanguage logic in the
mixing of languages. They identify three cases in which interlanguage transfer 1s
likely to occur: (1) when lexical substitution "makes sense to the learner”, (2) when
there is phonetic physical similarity, and (3) when the substituted word exists and is
known to the learner. In addition, they suggest that the word must probably be in (4)
the same functional class. It is important to note, however, that interlanguage trans-
fer may be totally involuntary. Fragments from Selinker's longitudinal diary study
of his own attempted Iearning of German provide such evidence. In one diary entry,
Selinker wrote that it had been pointed out to him by a colleague that a lot of French
appeared in his German. French was a SL he had learned many years earfier, in high
school, and that he used frequently for communication.

"From my point of view, this is an entirely involuntary en-
tering into my interlanguage German of elements from MY
interlanguage French. Note that all of this is ‘on-line’ and 1s
thus domain bound and would not happen, I predict, in re-
hearsed speech or where there is time to edit, etc.”

Selinker and Baumgariner-Cohen conclude that one can discern "interlingual identi-
fications" (Weireich, 1953) in the mixing and merging of interlanguages in multiple
language acquisition, which Weireich considers the basic learning strategy in
interfanguage creation.

inner speech

The language of inner speech of multilinguals is investigated by Cohen (1995).
Empirical data collected from a mini-survey provides insights into factors that influ-
ence planned and unplanned choice of the language of thought.

Various reasons prompt learners to choose their language of thought. On the one
hand, they may decide to warm up or rehearse the TL "in their heads” before speak-
ing. They may also consider it beneficial to think in the TL while speaking fiuently.

T3 KTOWN - e N ~E10-
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Yet they may prefer to think in their L1 to learn grammar rules, and in an LO (other
language) in devising mnemonic devices for learning new TL vocabulary because
of phonetic similarities of the LO to the TL.

The study proposes several explanations for unplanned or unintentional CS. Words
from a more proficient language may emerge in the TL unintentionally. A memory
of a person or situation sometimes triggers CS to an associated language. Recurrent
situations sometimes cause reprocessing of thoughts and subsequent responses in
prior languages rather than in the intended TL.

As to the role of TL thinking in improving language ability, the empirical data re-
veals benefits from making an effort to think in the TL. Further research could clarify
exactly what is meant by thinking in the TL, and then the qualitative and quantita-
tive differences in the amount of TL thought on learning outcomes could be investi-
gated (Cohen, 1995).

The Language Acquisition — Language Attrition Continuum

Speakers engage in CS and CM to enrich their conversation or to compensate for
interlanguage deficiencies while learning a language. These reasons are equally rel-
evant in the case of language attrition.

In discussing FL or SL attrition, we must distinguish between inadequate acquisi-
tion and true language loss. Attrition refers only to cases in which individuals are
currently less competent in the language than in the past (van Els, 1986).

Cohen (1986) investigates the processes of learning, forgetting and retrieving FL
vocabulary. Drawing on psychology, forgetting is the product of interference. Two
processes are responsible for forgetting, one resulting in temporary loss, the other
permanent: (1) "response competition"” whereby memory associations are suppressed
but not erased, or (2) "associative unlearning” whereby new memory associations
erase prior associations.

Continual TL exposure can be expected to help improve language skills including
vocabulary acquisition. Conversely, discontinuation of exposure may result in block-
age. Retrieval is possible as long as memory associations are suppressed rather than
erased.

Learning and remembering words in a SL

Cohen reports findings from two earlier studies (Cohen & Aphek, 1980 and 1981)
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Interactions between Language Acquisition and Language Loss among Multilingual

investigating the use of mnemonic and nonmnemonic devices in learning vocabu-
lary. The subjects are English speakers learning Hebrew. In the first study students
were instructed to learn words of their choice "however they wanted to”. It was
found that an associational device in learning contributed to the retention of vocabu-
lary, regardless of students' class or proficiency level. Nine types of associations
were reported, five mnemonic and four nonmnemonic. In a follow-up study stu-
dents were first trained in generating both mnemonic and nonnmemonic associa-
tions. Then they were asked to select words they wished to learn and to generate
associations from a given list of two mnemonic and six nonmnemonic devices com-
piled from findings in the first study. Results of the follow-up study indicate that
students remembered words best at intervals over a five-week period if they contin-
ued to use their initial association rather than switching associations. Also, the most
popular device entailed noticing the structure of part or all of the word.

Cohen offers two explanations for learners’ preference for structural associations:
(1) Hebrew FL teachers tend to stress structures, and (2) the training session was too
short for the students to feel well versed in generating cognitive mediators for use in
mnemonic associations. It should be noted, however, "that mnemonic keyword ap-
proaches are actually intended to be used for those words which do not lend them-
selves easily to structural or some other form of nonmnemonic association” (Cohen,
1986). Thus, a more objective explanation for students' preference for structural
associations could be that the words on the students' lists lent themselves to struc-
tural associations, and so mnemonic associations were less called for.

SL attrition among bilingual children in changing linguistic environments

Unlike Seliger, who investigates language attrition of a first or primary langoage at
the onset of bilingualism (Seliger, 1985), Olshtain is interested in SL attrition among
bilinguals.

Olshtain investigates the roles of age and L1 interference as well as the order of SL
attrition in a series of studies over several years. The subjects are Hebrew speaking
children (5-14 years) in Israel suffering attrition of near-native ESL proficiency pre-
viously attained in English speaking countries.

In one study (Olshtain, 1986) data was collected in three phases. In the first phase
entailed a longitudingal study extending over one year. The subjects were 12 chil-
dren who had just returned to Israel after an extended stay in an English speaking
country. A native English speaker investigator met the children once a fortnight and
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used various elicitation techniques developed for the study, (reported in Olshtain &
Berman, 1981; Berman & Olshtain, 1983) e.g. semi-structured interviews, open con-
versations, games and descriptions of pictures. The second phase entailed develop-
ing oral and written tests based on the longitudinal study in phase one. These tests
were administered to a new group of eighteen Israeli subjects aged 6 to 14 years,
who had also returned from an extended stay in an English-speaking country. The
tests were given twice, six months and again nearly one year after their return to
Israel. The third phase was carried out with a new group of eleven children aged 5.5
to 14 years returning from an English-speaking country. A native English speaker
investigator held open conversations to collect personal information about the chil-
dren's attitudes, reading habits and language use. Written tests developed in phase 2
were given to the older children who had reading and writing abilities. Younger
children were given oral versions of these tests.

Results show that SL attrition was more severe among the younger children (5-8
years), who had not achieved literacy skills in English. Not being competent read-
ers, they had less contact with the language after returning to Israel. The younger
ones also expressed a less positive attitude toward maintaining their English in Is-
rael than the older children (10-14 years). The older children reported reading Eng-
lish for pleasure and maintaining contact with English at all opportunities.

Conclusions from this study are as follows:

The null hypothesis regarding order of attrition is rejected. Younger children in the
study, who indicated unstable mastery of irregular verbs at the initiation of the study,
tended to apply strict regularizations to all irregular verbs after a period of attrition.
Thus, "forms and functions not fully acquired by the onset of attrition will be attrited
first" (Olshtain, 1986).

The null hypothesis regarding the interference of a dominant language on the lan-
guage is also rejected. Throughout all phases of the study, errors were obviously
linked to L1 transfer strategies. Investigation indicates L1 interference in formal,
discoursal and pragmatic features. Olshtain suggests that in the particular context of
this study, pragmatic features may be attrited first because of typological differences
between Hebrew and English.
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Swummanrizing several years of work on SL attrition

In a later article, Olshtain (1989) expands on predictor variables investigated in
earlier attrition studies (Berman & Olshtain, 1983; Olshtain, 1986; Olshtain &
Barzilay then in press, Seliger then in press): (1) age interacting with other personal
variables, e.g. level of literacy, attitude and continuing exposure and use of Eng-
lish,(2) sociolinguistic features, e.g. status, prestige, availability and overall domi-
nance of the two languages in the attriter's life, (3) input variables, e.g. accessibility
and use of the two languages and resulting amount and nature of language feedback,
(4) linguistic variables, e.g. the shared and non-shared typologicai features of the
two languages in question, and (5) production variables, e.g. separating production
abilities from reception abilities, and oral versus written channels.

Work on SL attrition over several years have led Olshtain (1989) to the conclusion
that attrition is not merely the reversal of acquisition. {1) The level of stability of an
individual’s knowledge of a structure seems to be crucial to attrition. Forms or prag-
matic distinctions that show variability in a learner's use are more easily lost than
others when positive feedback is severely reduced. (2) Significant differences be-
tween the two languages might explain why certain areas are more susceptible to
attrition. In the case of Hebrew and English, four such areas include (a) pragmatic
word order, (b) gender, (¢) verb + participle, and (d) prepositions.

Both SL and L1 attriters apparently suffer from reduced ability to retrieve lexical
items. When this happens, several options are available: (a) the abandonment strat-
egy, (b) mixing or switching to the dominant language, (¢) paraphrase or circumlo-
cution, and (d) exercising a conscious and systematic memory search for the miss-
ing item. In Olshtain’s studies, younger children tended to opt mainly for strategies
(a) and (b), but occasionally used strategies (c¢) and (d). Older children, however,
frequently used the retrieval process, which is similar to what many adult L1 attriters
do.

Individuals display rather different combinations of variables making it difficult for
researchers to reach conclusive results. Thus, Olshtain concludes, local, limited studies
are valuable in suggesting useful working hypotheses for later larger-scale studies.

Rationale

Attrition studies generally fall into one of four categories: (1) loss of L1 in L1envi-
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ronment, (2) loss of L1 in L2 environment, (3) Loss of L2 in L1 environment, and
(4) loss of L2 in L.2 environment (van Els, 1986). Studies of the second and third
category provide evidence of attrition resulting from reduced use or exposure to the

attrited language due to a change in linguistic environment or terminated instruction
(Olshtain, 1986).

The importance of the present study as that it investigates the loss of a FL in a SL
environment while (1) exposure to the attrited FL language (English) is increased
rather than reduced, and (2) the SL (Hebrew) is being acquired. Exploring multilin-
gual thinking processes occurring under these special circumstances could provide
interesting insights into interactions between language acquisition and language at-
trition where there is a struggle for dominance between non-native languages.

The Research Hypotheses

Learning an additional language may result in involuntary CS and language attrition

among some but not all multilinguals. The research hypotheses are as follows:

1. FL and SL proficiency levels account for variance in FL attrition concurrent
with SLA.

2. Frequency of use accounts for variance in the occurrence of involuntary CS
and FL attrition concurrent with SLA among multilingual learners.

3. Cognitive styles regarding word retrieval strategies account for variance in
perceived FL attrition and the occurrence or non-occurrence of involuntary CS.

The Research Questions

The research questions address the issue of variance among multilinguals in per-

ceived CS and language loss resulting from learning an additional foreign language.

1. Does poor foreign language proficiency account for learners’ involuntary CS
and CM while learning an additional language?

2. Does poor proficiency in a FL cause attrition while learning an additional
language?

3. Is there strong correlation between learners' reported use of foreign languages
and their awareness of involuntary CS and perceptions of language loss?

4. Do learners reporting involuntary CS and foreign language loss exhibit differ-
ent cognitive styles in retrieving words from those who report no such loss?
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Design and Methodology

Overview

The initiative for this small scale study came from the field. Several pew imaugrant
EFL teachers asked me, their teacher, for advice because they feared their English
was at risk. Therefore, the first phase of data collection entailed probing for Vari-
ables worthy of further investigation. This was done through personal interviews
and an essay assignment. A smal} scaled experifment was also held to probe word
retricval patterns. In the second phase a questionnaire was constructed and adminis-

tered.

Variables

Predictor vartables are {1} level of FL {English) proficiency, (2} reported use of the
SL (He@mw} and the FL (English), (3} personal word retrieval strategies styles, and
(4} motivation to maintainfacquire said langoages.

Dependent variables are perceived as (1) language loss and (2) invotuntary CS.
Research Design

This is 2 gualitative study entailing self-report and experimental data collecied from
a single group of multilingual volunteers by myself, a participant ebserver.

The Subjects

The subjects are 27 adults, EFL teachers who have recently immigrated 1o Israel. All
are multilinguat and report kaowing from 4 to 8 languages eath. Twenty-five are
non-native speakers of English from Eastern Europe, anie is from Brazil and one an
English native speaker from the United States. The group is presently participating
in a government sponsored retraining course that will enable the graduates to teach
English ia Israel,

The non-native subjects’ English proficiency approximaics that of advanced level
[sraeli high school graduates. Entrance requirements to the course entail passing a
written examination equivalent to the advanced level Bagrut paper, and an oral in-
terview to demonstrate the ability to hold a conversation in English. Subjects® fevels
of Hebrew oral proficiency range from very low 10 high.
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Acquiring and maintaining high levels of both English and Hebrew are considered
by the participants and instructors in the course to be essential to future success and
security as English teachers in this country, therefore, Hebrew and English language
instruction comprise major portions of the course syllabus.

Data Collection

Three types of data comprise the data corpus:

1. The self-report data including (1) subjects' unsolicited verbal reports, (2)
solicited essays explaining and illustrating subjects perception of the problem,
and (3) a questionnaire.

2. The experimental data including miscues collected from a cloze task. This
cloze task was previously piloted, tested and used as one part of a data collec-
tion instrument in my study of FL processing ("Interactions between Cloze
Tasks and FL Reading Processes"”, M.A. Thesis, 1996).

3. Data concerning subjects’ proficiency levels. Evidence of English proficiency
comes from three sources: (1) scores on the written entrance examinations
administered by two Ministry English inspectors of the Ministry of Education
at different dates in the Northern and Haifa Regions, (2) assignments and the
written mid-term examination administered and graded by the teacher teaching
English proficiency in the course, and (3) evaluations at mid-term for oral
proficiency given by the same teacher of proficiency. Evidence of subjects’
Hebrew proficiency comes from scores achieved on the written mid-term
examination administered and graded by the Hebrew teacher in the immigrant
teachers' training course.

Unsolicited verbal self-reports

The problem of FL language attrition coinciding with SLA was first raised by sev-
eral participants in the new immigrant teachers' training course. These individuals
expressed ambiguous feelings. On the one hand, they were deeply concerned and
frustrated because they were losing their English, but on the other hand, they were
proud of their mastery of Hebrew. They wanted advice on how to cope with the
problem.

Personal interviews

One of those who originally raised the problem described her experience in detail.
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Others volunteered personal information upon occasion, e.g. when Hebrew emerged

in private conversations with me. I reported these pieces of evidence in journal en-
tries.

Solicited essays

Approximately one week after the class agreed to participate in the study, I substi-
tuted for a teacher who was absent. This provided a suitable opportunity to collect
data in an organized manner.

First, 1 asked the class to write a short essay on the link between language acquisi-
tion and language attrition. I explained that their papers would provide evidence for
the study they had agreed to work on with me. Instructions were to write whether or
not this was a personal problem and to provide examples to support their stand.
They had approximately thirty minutes to complete this task.

A controlled experiment involving word retrieval strategies

An experiment was also held during the session described above. This experiment
involves cloze, translation and recall tasks followed by a short retrospective report
on mental CS.

The cloze task

The cloze passage is an expository text of 491 words from which 20 global items
were deleted. The passage is one of six parts of a data collection instrument which
was originally piloted, tested and used in an experiment with 200 high school stu-
dents for my M.A. Thesis (1996). The purpose of the cloze task in the current study
was to reveal patterns in subjects' word retrieval strategies through miscue analysis.
This instrument was expected to suit the subjects’ proficiency level, which had been
assessed as equivalent to advanced Bagrut standard upon entry into their new immi-
grant teachers' training course.

Translation task

Findings in my M.A. study show a significant corretation between scores on the
cloze and a translation task, performed with the cloze text in hand, Correlation be-
tween scores on the cloze and recall are not significant. Therefore, in the current
study 1 asked subjects to begin translating the passage into Hebrew once they fin-
ished the English cloze task.
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Subjects voiced strong objections saying that their Hebrew is inadequate, and so the
task was terminated after a few minutes. Most did manage to write several lines in
Hebrew before the activity was interrupted.

Recall task

Following the translation task, subjects were asked to recall the passage in English.
They did so without referring to the original text for approximately ten minutes.

Retrospective report on mental CS

Before handing in the papers, subjects were asked to write down whether any He-
brew words came to mind while they were recalling the passage.

Questionnaires

A questionnaire was constructed to collect data on subjects’ linguistic background
and self-perceptions concerning their levels of proficiency and use of various lan-
guages. It was handed out and completed in class at the beginning of a regular les-
son.

This instrument reflects opinions expressed in the subjects’ essays and in the re-
search literature (Selinker, 1995; Cohen, 1986; Cohen, 1995).

The first section of the questionnaire asks for the number of languages a subject
knows, the order of their acquisition, perceived levels of oral and literacy skills in
each language, and information concerning how each language was learned/acquired
and practiced. The second section contains Likert scales to investigate a subject's
perceived use of his/her L1, English and Hebrew. In the third section attitudes are
tapped by contrasting preferences for Hebrew or English and time devoted to study-
ing English (the FL) and Hebrew (the SL).

The questionnaire is displayed in Appendix 1.

Analysis

Analysis of the subject data

The qualitative data collected from essays and questionnaires are coded for subse-
quent statistical analyses, including correlation and Chi Square tests.
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Correlation and Chi Square tests are applied to two sets of subject data: (1) coded
self-report data collected from the essays and questionnaires, and (2) scores on Eng-
lish and Hebrew exams.

Miscue analysis

The miscue analysis instrument used in the present study was originally constructed,
tested and applied to data in my MLA. study (1996). In the present study, miscues are
assigned the same codes as in the M.A. study. Additional miscues not appearing in
the original data corpus are coded according to the original criteria. This data is
recorded and analyzed using Microsoft Excel (5.0) data analysis tools.

The miscue analysis instrument

The miscue analysis instrument is made up of four scales inspired by Dubin and
Olshtain's study (1993) on textual support for word retrievats and Goldsmith-Phillips’
study (1989), which tested the interactive-compensatory hypothesis posited by
Stanovich. This instrument reveals evidence of a learner’s (1) use of high-level (idea
driven) and low-level (data driven) mental processes, (2) awareness of linguistic
features (syntactical and semantic) inherent in the text, and (3) adherence to linguis-
tic constraints in producing output (response items).

The miscues items are coded for cach of four scales: (1) semantic network, (2) syn-
tactic acceptability, (3) semantic acceptability, and (4) apparent retrieval strategies.
The coded miscues are subsequently recorded into collapsed categories to indicate
cognitive orientation as follows: (1) focus on local clues, (2) idea driven strategies,
(3) focus on global clues, (4) choice of correct semantic network, and (5) choice of
related semantic network.

Scoring, recarding and analyzing responses on the cloze task

In the current study, one of the four original cloze tasks was used: the expository text
with global deletions. The data was processed as follows:

Step 1: The cloze tests were checked. All response items fitting the text both seman-
tically and syntactically (regardless of spelling mistakes) were marked correct.

Step 2: Each subject’s miscues and their coded equivalents were recorded in a
spreadsheet (Excel 5.0).

Step 3: The coded miscue items were recorded into the five collapsed categories.
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Step 4: Frequencies, percentages and Chi Square tests were computed to reveal trends
in subjects’ cognitive orientation.

Results

The First Hypothesis

FL and SL proficiency levels account for variance in FL attrition and involuntary
CS concurrent with SLA.

1. Does poor foreign language proficiency account for learners' involuntary
CS and CM while learning an additional language?

2. Does poor foreign language proficiency account for attrition while learn-
ing an additional language?

An objective measure of language attrition

Scores on the entrance and mid-term examinations were compared for an objective
measure of English attrition. Data on both examinations were available for 18 sub-
jects in all. The distribution of scores shows no relation between objective and sub-
jective assessment of attrition. In other words, results do not coincide with subjects’
self-reports. Among six subjects who apparently do not sense language loss two
improved their scores (2 and 10 points respectively) one had no change and three
had lower scores on the second examination (-5, -6 and -9.5 points). The average
loss is -1.42 points. Among 13 subjects who report language loss six received higher
scores on the second exam (ranging from 1 to 12.5 points) and five lower (ranging
from -0.5 to -9 points). Among those who sense language attrition, there was actu-
ally an average improvement of 1.7 points. Table 1 displays these findings.
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Table 1: Objective versus subjective reports of attrition

Self-report of language loss No reported Reported
language loss | tanguage loss

N:= Subjects with both scores available r 6 12 |

N=Subjects reporting no change in score ] ! |

N=Subjects reporting higher score on mid-term 2 6 1

N-Lower score on mid-term 3 <

Range of deviation® between scores on entrance | (rom -9.510 10 | from -9 1o (2

and mid-term examination

Average deviation™ between scores on entrance -14 L7

and mid-term examination
* Maximume=100

Perceived language attrition

Mid-term grades given by the Hebrew and English teachers for achievements on
written and oral assignments and classroom tests are correlated with subjects' self-
reports concerning CS and attrition. Results indicate very weak correlation through-
out. Findings are displayed in Table 2.

Table 2. Correlation between language loss and language proficiency

Reported CS | Reported attrition
Written Hebrew 0.00852 114276 |
Spoken Hebrew 0.0701 132476
Whritten English 0.35584 -0.02608
Spolf_eiEngiish ' 0.132842 __L -0.10042 ]
The Second Hypothesis

Frequency of use accounts for variance in the occurrence of involuntary CS and FL
attrition concurrent with SLA among multilingual learners,

Is there strong correlation between learners' reported use of foreign languages Al

and their awareness of involuntary CS and perceptions of language loss?
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Essays and questionnaires were analyzed to determine correlation between reported
CS and language loss and (1) the number of languages known, (2) use of L1, (3) use
of English, and (4) use of Hebrew. Table 3 displays the distribution of languages
among the subjects that provided this information. Table 4 displays correlation of
reported CS and language loss with reported use of each the three languages under
investigation.

Table 3: Number of languages subjects reportedly know

N= languages reportedly known N= subjects responding on the questionnaire
4 10
5 9 o
6 4
7 1
8 1
TOTAL = 25

Results indicate low negative correlation between learners' perceptions of language
loss and the number of languages they know.

Correlation is strong (1) between L1 use and reported CS and (2) Hebrew use and
perceived attrition of English.

There is strong negative correlation between (1) the use of English and perceived
attrition of English and between (2) the use of English and reported CS. Likewise,
negative correlation is apparent between (3) reported use of Hebrew and perceived
attrition of English reported.

Correlation is weak between (1) the number of languages a multilingual knows and
perceived attrition and (2) the number of languages a multilingual knows and re-
ported CS. Correlation is also weak between (3) L1 use and perceived English attri-
tion and between (4) Hebrew use and reported CS of Hebrew in English. These
findings are displayed in Table 4.
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Table 4: Correlation of self-report data

N=27 N= Perceived attrition_" Reported CS
of English (Hebrew in English)
# of languages known 25 0.21 -0.31
L1 use 27 0.30 0.57
— ——]
English use 27 -0.76 -0.68
| Hebrew use 27 076 -0.29

In addition, analysis of the qualitative data suggests potential relation between con-
centrated effort to acquire Hebrew and frustration arising from a sease of loss of
English. Eight subjects volunteered information concerning what they do to learn
Hebrew including a wide range of initiatives aimed at developing basic interper-
sonal communication skills. Seven of these eight subjects also reported deep con-
cern regarding their English. Three reported that they have not had enough time to
learn Hebrew yet. Of these, two reported that they do not mix languages, and one
reported emergence of English in her Hebrew.

The Third Hypothesis

Cognitive styles regarding word retrieval strategies account for variance in perceived
FL attrition and the occurrence or non-occurrence of involuntary CS and CM.

Do learners reporting foreign langnage loss exhibit different cognitive
styles in retrieving words from those who report no such loss?

Descriptive statistics were applied to the recoded miscue data collected from non-
native English speakers in order to reveal differences between subjects who reported
foreign language loss or involuntary CS and those who reported that they had no
such problem. The data is grouped according to subjects’ reported language loss
and/or CS. Percentages indicate distribution of the recoded miscue data for each
group. Distributions are displayed in Table 5.

A Chi Square Test was computed to reveal interactions between cognitive trends in
context bound word retrievals and reports of involuntary CS or perceived attrition in
English. The Chi Square Test result: 3*=0.998, df=3. This result is not significant.
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Table 5: Distribution indicating word retrieval paiterns on cloze tasks

Gaby Shoshani

Reported FL loss Reported no FL loss | TOTALS

Subjects: N= 15 1 22

N= mean N= mean N=
Focus on local context (71) 0.24 (27) 0.19 (98) ]
Use of global strategies (31) 0.10 (18) 0.13 (49)
Idea-driven miscues (4) 0.01 (5) 0.04 (9)
Blanks (2) 0.01 (2) 0.01 (4)
Correct items (192) 0.64 (88) 0.63 (280)
TOTALS (300) 1.0 (140) 1.0 (440)
Discussion

Summary of the results

This study provides interesting evidence of multilingualism in flux while two unsta-
ble non-native languages compete for dominance. This complex process proves to
be a disturbing and frustrating experience when speakers feel they lack adequate
control over the languages they use.

Predictor variables

Personal and sociolinguistic predictor variables investigated by Olshtain (1986, 1989)
are relevant to this current study.

Personal variables: Olsthain's findings (1989) indicate strong interactions between
age and other personal variables, e.g. level of literacy, attitude, being exposed to
English and continuing to use the language.

In studying FL attrition among adults, I have exchanged "age" with language profi-
ciency in general, subdivided into oral and written proficiency. Olshtain’s "other"
personal variables are relevant to this study.

Sociolinguistic features: Olshtain (1989) posits that the high status of English in
[srael and explicit national pride in Hebrew provide a sociolinguistic context in which
both Hebrew and English input are available although the latter is more restricted.
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Personal variables determine the strength and outcomes of this phenomenon.

The "explicit national pride” described by Olshtain is particularly evident among
the new immigrants participating in the present study as discussed below.

The subjects participating in this study are multilinguals whose profession is teach-
ing EFL although English is not their native tongue; only one is a native speaker of
English. Being new immigrants, they share the common experience of a recent dras-
tic change in their linguistic environment. For the NNE speakers, exposure to Eng-
lish was limited in their L1 environment; they used the language mainly for aca-
demic and professional purposes. In Israel they are exposed to far more English
from the media and in the streets. Furthermore English provides an efficient tempo-
rary means of communication in the Hebrew speaking community. Still, learning
Hebrew is an immediate goal for most, so that an internal conflict may take place in
which Hebrew and English compete for dominance

Age

Unlike the Olshtain (1986, 1989) studies mentioned above, the present study looks
at adult subjects, so that age may be related to memory capacity rather than literacy
skills. This possibility was raised by L.D. in her essay?:

Romanian-L1 octilingual®: "I believe that if somebody complains about
language attrition while acquiaring a new language is actually com-
plaining about loss of memory which is a natural thing to happen (to all
human beings) with the age. I personally feel, as a multi-language speaker
that with every new language that I acquire I get a better understanding
of the languages, and especially of the grammar structures of the lan-
guages I already know. If [ happen to forget a bit from each language 1
know it's only because I'm growing old and so is my memory.”

Thus, the variable of age was also investigated. The data analysis does not support
L.D.'s assumption.

Ages range from 25 to 56 years old; five are in their twenties, seven in their thirties,
nine in their forties, and four above fifty. The average age of the group is 38.46
years. The average age for those who suffer language loss or complain of involun-
tary CS is 36.25 years, whereas the average age of those complaining of these prob-
lems is 39.56 years. The Chi Square test result: 0.0.
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Levels of proficiency

The link between language proficiency and CS and perceived language attrition was
tested by correlating subjects’ entrance examination grades and their mid-term grades
in English and Hebrew with their self-reports on language loss. An objective meas-
ure of language loss was obtained by comparing scores on the entrance and mid-
term examinations. Results indicate that subjective feelings of language loss often
lack objective evidence.

Several explanations are possible. First, the entrance examination scores may not be
reliable. The examinations were similar but not standard in content. Furthermore,
they were administered and marked by different administrators in the Northern and
Haifa regions on separate occasions over a period of two and a half years.

Second, subjects’ self-reports relate mainly to spoken English; only one subject re-
ported an incident of CS involving written skills. The oral entrance examination
data included general evaluations rather than precise scores, so that comparisons
could not be made with the mid-term scores. Therefore, correlation was tested only
for written examinations.

Third, subjective feelings of language inadequacy may be related to changes in the
linguistic environment. Countries of origin are mainly the former Soviet Union
(N=20), Romania (N=4), Brazil (N=1) and the United States (N=1) Thus, most prob-
ably had very little contact or use of English outside the classroom. In Israel, the
higher status of English and greater exposure to native and near-native spoken Eng-
lish may have made them aware of language deficiencies they had not noticed in the
past.

Fourth, differential mental capacities probably account for variance. An individual's
cognitive capacity may very well limit retrieval processes, causing response compe-
tition to result in associative unlearning (Cohen, 1986).

Language use

Like in SL attrition studies cited in the literature review above, subjects in the cur-
rent study have experienced a recent dramatic change in their linguistic environ-
ment. For example, Olshtain's findings and theoretical implications (1989) are drawn
from several years of investigating the English attrition of native Hebrew speaking
children who had acquired near-native proficiency during an extended stay in an
English-speaking country, and then returned home to their MT environment. The

-E27 - 773 .K"0wn — (4 Ny



Interactions between Language Acquisition and Language Loss armong Multilinguat

major differences are that (1) this study looks at adult attriters, and here (2) exposure
to the attrited language has recently increased rather than decreased.

Despite the initial contradiction whereby attrition occurs with increased rather than
decreased exposure to English, the data analysis reveals no serious conflict between
the literature and current findings because subjects who feel their English is at risk
use English less than those who do not. Quantitative analysis shows relatively strong
negative correlation between reported use of English and involuntary CS and sense
of language loss.

Qualitative data also supports this explanation. For example, in her essay about lan-
guage attrition S.V. writes:

Russian-L.1 quadrilingual: “This is a very big problem for me. After re-
patriation I desided not to go to school but learn Hebrew first. I put
myself in sertain cucumstances/radio and TV only in Hebrew, job only
with Hebrew native speakers, efc. But after 2 years such intercive suc-
cessful | I hope ! learning I realized that I've lost my English. How can {
get it back? I'm afraid to make mistakes because English is not a new
language for me. And if I speak and listen English as much as possible
will I loose my Hebrew?”

S.G. writes:

Russian-L1 quadrilingual: "The first time [ left I was loosing my lan-
guage was in ulpan x The Hebrew lessons were 5 times a week from
8:30 to 2:00, and after a break for dinner ar home 1 began to atudy
again. Our teacher in ulpan reminded to us almost every day: 'If you
warnt to know Hebrew, you have to learn it at home 1oo, no less than 3
hours a day. '..So I was doing my best while studying in ulpan. It was
difficult to make living with two children and without a salary, so 1 de-
cided to give private lessons. It was surprising for me that sometimes I
had difficulties in using the vocabulary. | became aware that sometimes
! thought in Hebrew. Till now I try to understand why it happened..."

G.S. has also given thought to what causes unplanned and undesired code mixing.
She writes:

Russian-L1 quadrilingual: "/ presume that acquiring a new language
you are standing on the balance-board (see-saw ) when the new vocabu-
lary forces away the words you know and use in everyday life - and it
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bothers me greatly..."
L.G. expresses similar frustration:

Russian-L1 quintilingual: "For two years I didn't use high proper cor-
rect English learning Hebrew ... When | am in any tensed situation at
school and want to say a phrase in English it appears in my mind in
Hebrew, so I have to spend time and translate it..."

N.D., however, reports no frustration concerning her English. She does, however,
experience occasional CM in speaking Russian, her L1. The key is apparently in her
marriage and subsequent linguistic environment at home, which she describes in her
essay:

Russian-L.1 quadrilingual: "Every now and then [ feel like using a He-
brew word instead of a Russian one when [ talk to a Russian speaking
person. And sometimes I do use the Hebrew word. If I do happen to see
night dreams, in the morning I realize I was talking Hebrew or listening
to the Hebrew speech. Another thing 1'd like to point to is as follows. My
husband is an English speaker. He doesn’t have a good command of
Hebrew. Therefore we communicate in English. And more than often
while speaking Russian to my friends or parents, I use some English
words. Undoubtedly I do not do it on purpose.”

Several subjects described experiences reported in the literature whereby a multilin-
gual's "..mind would go into a 'foreign language' mode and what would appear
would be the dominant foreign language rather than the target one” (Cohen, 1995).
In other words, the learner would "talk foreign" (Selinker & Baumgartner-Cohen,
1995).

A.C. writes:

Russian-L1 quadrilingual: "...many years ago I studied German and could
speak it. It was long ago and I don’t really remember anything in Ger-
man when I need it. But whenever I am searching for a Hebrew word
(my Hebrew is really very poor) I remember the word in German. Some-
times I don’t realize that it is a German word. When my hasband asks me
to tell him something in German... I try hard and as a rule can not re-
member anything. But when I want to tell him the same thing in Hebrew
I do remember the German word."
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T.W. describes her "foreign language mode" experience in even greater detail:

Russian-L1 quintilingual: "..When I started to learn Hebrew I couldn’t
cope with my English. { hoped it would be a help for me but it wasn't.
When 1 had to speak Hebrew, I was thinking not Russian but English.
The link words, conjunctions, wh-words all were English. 1 forced my-
self to change but [ wasn't able to. Perhaps there is 'something’ in my
brain that 'switches on’ when appears the necessity to use L2... But now
a year passed an averse thing happened. Some days ago I was writing a
letter to my brother to send it by Internet (that’s why in English) and I
couldn't get rid of Hebrew. I was thinking Hebrew (not Russian) and was
translating into English.”

Cohen (1995) suggests several factors that apparently determine unplanned mixing
of language's, e.g. a memory of a person, situation, word or concept, or greater pro-
ficiency in another FL than the TL. The self-reports collected for this study indicate
that subjects are often aware of the role of language use, dominance and proficiency
in their involuntary switching between languages. Perhaps evidence of additional
factors would have emerged had more specific questions been asked in the data
collection.

Attitude

The role of attitude in the play for dominance in a speaker's multilanguage repertoire
is apparent in several subjects' self-reports. Attitude is particularly salient in the
essay written by M.Z. She writes:

Russian-L1 septilingual: "I a@m in Israel for two years. I was well aware
of the difficulties awaiting me here. So I started to learn Hebrew in Rus-
sia a year before [ came to Israel. From the first days I felt very glad 1
understood what people were talking about and even took part in very
simple everyday conversations. Two ulpans which [ finished during the
first year in Israel made me more sure in my Hebrew. I did my best to
listen only to Israeli radio and watch only Israeli T.V. I did it consciesly.
[ feit proud I came to Israel, it was my father's dream, which did not
come true. I wanted to become part of the country and of the people as
soon as possible. I took evry opportunity to talk 1o different people when-
ever and wherever possible. I read Hebrew newspapers, as far as my
language atlowed me. I listened to people talking in the streets, in the
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