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ultilingualism is the default human condition. When we

look around the world, that is what we find. Estimates can

never be precise, in the language field, but the best
opinions suggest that three-quarters of the world’s population use
at least two languages in their everyday lives, and perhaps half use
at least three. Only a few nations - chiefly those with a recent
colonial past - have developed an egotistical monolingualism.

Ten myths about multilingualism

Myth 1: Multilingual people are equally fluent in the languages they
speak (they are ‘balanced’).

Reality: This is never the case; there are always situations in which
people are better in one language than others (e.g. the language
used for nursery rhymes, for making love, or in which a specialised
subject has been learned).

Myth 2: Multilingual people have a dominant language.

Reality: Different languages take turns to dominate, depending on
the nature of the communicative situation.

Myth 3: One language needs to be given special educational
attention to ensure that children develop their full cognitive
potential.

Reality: One language is usually chosen as the primary language of
education, but this does not prevent subjects being taught in other
languages or other languages being used to provide an additional
perspective on a subject.

Myth 4: Multilinguals have no mother tongue.

Reality: Multilinguals may have several mother tongues. Similarly,
asking a multilingual ‘Which is your mother tongue?’ is the kind of
question asked only by people who see language from a
monolingual point of view.

Myth 5: Successful multilingualism is for children only.

Reality: Adults can learn other languages to any required fluency
level, depending on such factors as motivation and opportunity.
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