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Long-term practice — assisting children and adults in restoring cognitive 

functions (habilitation and rehabilitation), as well as monitoring the formation 
of natural bilingualism in healthy children of different ages and in children with 
language development disorders, has been manifested in a number of works, which, 
as the years pass, could be developed into a monographic publication. As an appro-
bation, I will share the results of my practical work and findings relevant for com- 
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prehension of the phenomenon of bilingualism and for the theory of language 
contacts. 

Before immersion in a multilingual environment, I had 13 years of experience 
working in a rehabilitation center — assisting in the recovery of language and other 
cognitive functions for patients after brain injuries. Neuropsychology and the theory 
of interhemispheric asymmetry (the work of Vygotsky, Luria and their adherents) 
were the theoretical basis of my practical work. The results of comprehension of 
syndromes observed in visual perception disorders were embodied in the articles 
describing the biphemispheric organisation of visual gnosis, including the analysis 
of right — and left-hemispheric dyslexia [1; 2; 34; 36; 39]. 

Working with patients (children and adults) in a multilingual environment 
raised many questions and led to the search for theoretical pillars. These were, 
firstly, the work of Eric H. Lenneberg (Biological Foundations of Language, 1967), 
which argues for the idea of brain plasticity (in articles [4; 5] before: ‘brain 
flexibility’, but here and further — brain plasticity) as part of the dichotomy 
‘species specificity — plasticity’. The behavior of higher living beings is rep-
resented, on the one hand, by species-specific functions becoming mature, and, 
on the other hand, at each level gained through maturation, brain plasticity provides 
the environment for the development and refinement of speech and motor skills. 
Brain plasticity manifests itself as adaptation, education and recovery of impaired 
functions. And secondly, Paradis’ work (Paradis M. A Neurolinguistic Theory of 
Bilingualism. 2004) examines the “two ways of speaking”: different cognitive 
mechanisms underlying native and foreign language acquisition provide two ways 
(natural and logical) of language acquisition. According to Paradis, these are 
implicit and explicit language processes, which manifest themselves as procedural 
and declarative memory. 

Bilingualism by the way of acquisition of the second language is known to be 
subdivided into natural (two languages are simultaneously or sequentially mastered 
involuntarily in the process of contacts in the language environment — the natural 
way) and artificial (the second language is consciously, arbitrarily learnt in the 
process of classes — the logical way). The first language of a healthy person is 
always acquired in a living linguistic environment, and we call this language 
a native language; if two or more languages are acquired in a living linguistic 
environment, we speak of two (three) native languages. Languages acquired in the 
process of learning, i.e. in a logical way, are called foreign languages. The two ways 
of language acquisition rely on different brain neuronal resources, which cor-
responds to the data of neuropsychology on the different ways of information 
processing by the right and left hemispheres of the brain. 

The acquisition of a second language in a living environment, i.e. the formation 
of natural bilingualism, occurs utilising the same cognitive mechanisms as the 
acquisition of a mother tongue in a monolingual environment. There is no 
universally acknowledged theory of natural bilingualism, so there is no research 
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methodology. Often the process of bilingualism formation is regarded as a simple 
doubling of the native language, as a parallel co-development of languages. 
The principles of language formation in a monolingual environment (a clear pro-
gramme of successive language improvement) are mechanically transferred and 
expected in multilingual development. But when immersed in a new linguistic 
environment (natural bilingualism), something happens that is absolutely im-
possible in monolingual education: the first language starts to impoverish and may 
disappear completely (language attritions). Fossilisation, i.e. atrophy of language 
development, is also possible. This is particularly evident in young children, who 
simply change from the first language to the second after a short period of 
bilingualism. But even older people, being in a new linguistic environment, often 
feel the fading of their native language. Under the monolingual upbringing, halting 
of development and impoverishment of the language is known to be possible only 
in case of severe illness. 

The lack of the theory of natural bilingualism complicates the solution of 
various practical problems and in a number of cases leads to errors in the 
interpretation of the observed facts and the results of experimental work. Thus, 
individual cases of ‘good’ bilingualism in a child could be regarded as evidence that 
bilingualism cannot be harmful, but this fact proves only that ‘good’ bilingualism 
is possible. In some works bilinguals are infants who are addressed by their parents 
in two languages from their birth. But bilingualism is, first of all, the understanding 
of both languages, while the process of speech comprehension begins at 9 months 
of age. Moreover, addressing a child in two languages does not guarantee that the 
child understands both languages. To date, a serious problem is the differential 
diagnosis of language development disorders and speech development delays in 
healthy children caused by the influence of a bilingual environment. In mono-
lingualism, diagnosis is based primarily on the age norm of speech development, 
while in bilingual upbringing this is impossible due to attritions and fossilisations. 
Often in respect to bilingualism one can hear the saying ‘the earlier a second 
language is introduced, the better”, and there are attempts to teach infants several 
languages simultaneously. These attempts, according to our observations, may lead 
not to bilingualism, but to the child’s rejection of speech in all languages. 
The experience of successful bilingual upbringing, on which it would seem possible 
to rely, turns out to be applicable only in a certain age range. For example, the well-
known advice of equal time division between languages can help to develop 
two languages after the formation of phrasal speech but can lead to a delay in speech 
formation in the pre-speech period. Is monolingualism the norm but multi- 
lingualism the exception? Or vice versa? There is no consensus among scientists on 
this point. The prevalence of multilingualism in society is sometimes regarded 
as an indication that it, but not monolingualism, is the norm in the present-day 
world. But society and cognitive mechanisms are different spheres and the pre-
valence in society does not mean that this condition is not an accommodation, 
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an adaptation for cognitive mechanisms. Early bilingualism attracts many parents 
and educational programme organisers who tend to see only pluses and the 
guarantee of a brilliant future for their children, whereas the challenges of bilingual 
education do not receive special attention and analysis. 

Monitoring the process of formation of natural bilingualism has revealed 
certain facts:  

• When natural bilingualism develops, a non-pathological erasure of language 
is observed, and a tendency towards monolingualism is evident [3; 5–8; 10; 13; 15; 
30; 31]. 

• The language environment is only a prerequisite for bilingualism, not the 
reason for it. Often people (both children and adults) in a multilingual environment 
do not become bilingual despite hearing the second language regularly. Even in 
bilingual kindergartens, where seemingly all conditions are created for the ac- 
quisition of two languages, children do not always become bilingual [16; 21]. 
The language, which is not essential for communication, remains only a sound 
background. 

• Children who are in a bilingual environment from their birth do not start 
speaking two languages simultaneously. As a rule, phrase speech in one language 
is formed first, and then the second language is picked up [21; 25]. 

• The formation of natural bilingualism does not depend on the educational 
status of the family: in migratory conditions, children whose parents do not know 
or understand the language of the host country become bilinguals first of all. 

• Children with lower intelligence in a bilingual environment sometimes can 
easily acquire two languages and become natural bilinguals. At the same time, the 
process of bilingualism in healthy children who speak one language well does not 
always go smoothly. Thus, the level of a child’s intelligence is not a decisive factor 
for the formation of natural bilingualism [11; 25]. 

• Natural bilinguals/polylinguals are not always successful in acquiring 
foreign languages at school in a logical way and in their schooling in general. 
Sometimes early bilingualism is observed in children with poor memory. That is, 
early multilingualism does not mean good learning abilities and a good memory. 

• The reported facts show the difficulty of identifying regularities and the need 
to add a clarification in some cases: the described phenomena are not inevitable and 
obligatory, but only possible. Thus, speech failure in a child in a bilingual 
environment is possible, but not obligatory [25]. 

Some findings on analysing observations regarding the formation of natural 
bilingualism led to the following: 

1. Generalised observations show that in a bilingual environment the second 
language is acquired if the need to communicate in two languages persists for 
a long time (!), it is acquired only to the extent necessary for communication, 
it is acquired only in the time range when it is necessary for communication, one 
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of the two evolving languages can get impoverished or completely disappear if 
the need to communicate in this language decreases or completely disappears. 
A bilingual environment is only a necessary condition for the formation of natural 
bilingualism, and the reason for the phenomenon is the need to communicate in two 
languages [21]. 

2. Description of linguistic phenomena that cannot be defined as native or 
foreign language [8]: 

• language replacement and substitute language,  
• language impoverishment and ‘impoverished’ language,  
• language acquired in a predominantly natural way during adolescence and 

later,  
• second language enhancement during a person’s lifetime,  
• twin languages in early multilingualism. 
3. Justification of the hypothesis: the evolutionary purpose of brain plasticity 

is primarily the maintenance of species-specific forms of behavior [29]. 
4. Analysis of bilingualism and other manifestations of human language 

system functioning in the context of brain plasticity. Justification of adaptation as 
a mechanism for the emergence of natural bilingualism in phylogenesis and onto-
genesis. The introduction of a new term ‘inerasable framework of language’ [37]. 

5. Insight into the structure of the cognitive deficit of the most severe child 
language disorder — impressive (sensory) alalia (a specific disorder of receptive 
speech development), which, in turn, was the basis for developing a differential 
diagnosis of the syndrome and planning speech therapy. In this syndrome, a child 
with normal hearing and intelligence does not begin to understand the speech of 
others, i.e., he/she cannot master the language as a native language but can acquire 
it as a foreign language [4; 9; 12; 14; 19; 20; 27].   

6. Description of the duality of the organisation of the speech understanding 
function (based on the analysis of bilingualism and child language syndromes) [43]. 

7. Discussion of the role of biological and social factors in the formation 
of language and natural bilingualism. Species (species-specific) knowledge. Know- 
ledge and behavioral characteristics inerasable and erasable [41; 42; 44]. 

To reach an understanding of the phenomenon of natural bilingualism is 
possible within the framework of the theory of nonlinear dynamic self-organising 
systems, which is characterised by constant change-development, unpredictability, 
irreducibility to special cases and strong dependence on initial conditions. The 
following works are devoted to this approach: 

8. Application of the conceptual apparatus of dynamical systems theory to the 
phenomenon of natural bilingualism [18; 22–24; 26; 28]. 

9. Simulation of the process of natural bilingualism (together with physicists 
and mathematicians) [32; 33; 35; 38; 40]. 

10. Language contact. Explicit and implicit reasons for the disappearance of 
minor languages, introduction of the term ‘monolingual repository’ [17; 26; 30; 45]. 



Alexandrova N.Sh. Polylinguality and Transcultural Practices, 2025, 22 (2), 265–273 

270  ESSAY 

The problems in understanding bilingualism, in our belief, relate to insufficient 
attention to the role of biological factors both in the formation of bilingualism and 
language in general. The language system functions in accordance with the non-
linear dynamics of supercomplex systems, and this fact is no more in doubt. Each 
individual case of natural bilingualism is unique and unpredictable, it is, in fact, 
only one unique facet of an infinitely multifaceted phenomenon. This fact makes 
the limited application of existing classifications of bilingualism understandable. 
But in all the variety of multilingual situations, it is possible to identify those where 
the probability of a possible negative impact on the formation of the language 
system will be minor or, on the contrary, great. It is the probability, not a definite 
reason. One of the dangerous situations in the pre-speech period is presumably an 
‘aggressive multilingual environment’, i.e. a multilingual upbringing in which two 
or more languages become constantly necessary for communication (e.g. a child 
takes turns with three multilingual governesses). In such cases, the child is deprived 
of the chance to ignore one of the languages. However, in families where father and 
mother speak different languages with the child, the transition to phrasal speech 
usually takes place in one language, and the second language remains weak for a 
long time. This option is more favorable. One of the main tasks of multi-lingualism 
research is to identify a set of dangerous cases during the formation of natural 
bilingualism (especially in the pre-speech period), in which there is a high pro- 
bability of a negative impact of the multilingual environment on the general and 
linguistic development of the child. Also, the most important task of the research 
on multilingualism is to generalise the available facts and form an adequate attitude 
to the phenomenon of the disappearance of minor languages, including the role of 
natural bilingualism in this process. Understanding the explicit and implicit reasons 
for the phenomenon will help in the search for adequate responses to the challenge 
of our time. 

I hope that the conclusions and results obtained, as well as the questions raised 
will be useful to researchers of this problem field, will contribute to building 
knowledge on the multidimensional topic of bilingualism and language contacts. 
Here are some papers that may be of interest for the researchers working in the same 
field: 
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