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Multicompetence and Its Implications in the Foreign Language Classroom

Abstract


Language learners competent in more than one language intrinsically have more communicative competence than monolingual speakers.  Multilingual speakers differ from monolingual native speakers in a variety of ways.  The development of Multicompetence as a concept has forced us to reevaluate our language learning goals in the foreign language classroom, what we define as language learning success, and the role of the L1 in the L2 classroom.  During my research I wanted to find out how the concept of Multicompetence manifests itself in the foreign language classroom.  I also wanted to see if I would need to modify my goals for my students upon evaluating them with the concept of Multicompetence in mind.  Upon completion of my research, I found that I did indeed change my goals for my students (and to some extent my methods as a foreign language instructor), as well as the way I view language and language learning.     
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Multicompetence and Its Implications in the Foreign Language Classroom

The model of multicompetence is described as the combined mental state of two sets of grammars.  It is contrasted with monocompetence, which denotes the mental state of one set of grammar.  Multicompetence suggests that bilingual speakers are inherently different that monolinguals in the way they view and use language.  Upon contrasting bilingual language users with their monolingual counterparts, I will explore how the L1 is present in the foreign language classroom.  What are the implications of multicompetence on foreign language teaching and foreign language teaching goals?  How does globalization and the use of language across borders and continents tie in with multicompetence?  Should we as second language instructors change or modify our instructional goals in accordance with the model of multicompetence?

Multicompetent language users contrasted with native/monolingual language users


The mental processing of multicompetent language users are inherently different than monolingual native language users.  First and foremost, knowledge of the L1 among multicompetent language users is different.  Having two sets of grammar in place of one affects the knowledge of the L1.  Bilinguals do not necessarily perform better than monolinguals in language use, rather they perform differently.  When monolingual and multilingual users are compared, the multilingual language users prove to be superior in many aspects.  The multilingual native language users are only deficient when we compare their use of the target language with that of the native speaker.(Cook, V. J. 1992)  Bilinguals are more conscious of linguistic forms as a result of a heightened metalinguistic awareness.  Metalinguistic awareness includes the ability to think flexibly and abstractly about language.  Metalinguistically aware language users are more well-equipped to recognize language forms and structures and reflect on language itself.  Therefore bilingual language users are better equipped to learn a third language.  Their cognitive processes are also different, allowing them more mental flexibility and the ability to use language more creatively.  They are able to switch between their L1 and L2 according to the context.  They understand direct translations better, and display greater interest and awareness in language and culture.  As a result they are often better readers in both languages.  In multicompetent language users the two sets of grammar are not independent of one another, rather they are fused together and interact to form one complex grammar. (Cook, V. J. 1992)

The use and presence of the L1 in the L2 classroom


As stated previously, the L1 and L2 grammars are not separate entities.  The L2 processing does not occur independently of the L1; while the L2 is processing the L1 is not dormant, rather it is also active.  In the language classroom, multicompetent language users use their L1 when there are gaps in the L2.  Their knowledge of the grammatical properties of their L1 is enhanced as a result of the L2. (Lasagabaster, D. 1998)  For example, when High School Spanish students learn how to use direct object pronouns in the L2, it is often necessary for the instructor to review (or in many cases explain as a new concept) the use of pronouns in the L1.  In this way the students are constantly using the L1 as a reference as they incorporate their new L2 knowledge.  Their knowledge of the L1 was also enhanced as a result of their L2 learning.  Without the L1 as a frame of reference, many if not all of the students would have great difficulty in grasping the concept.  Since the students invariably refer to their L1, the instructor should make references to the L1 and the L1 culture as well.  Multicompetence theory holds that making links between the L1 and the L2 is a viable strategy.  While dictionaries that are exclusively in the target language (i.e. L2 words and L2 definitions) are powerful tools and have their place, translation dictionaries are also good language learning tools in that they allow the students to make comparisions between the L1 and the L2.  

Multicompetence and its impact on L2 teaching and L2 teaching goals and expectations 


Native speakers are traditionally defined as those who learned the language as her/his first language.  According to Cook then, additional language learners can never be native speakers without being reborn. (Hall, p. 17)  With this concept in mind, it then seems excessive to expect that L2 students should gain native speaker-like competence, no matter how many years are dedicated to learning the language.  Not only is this an unrealistic goal, but it also can overwhelm students who feel (and rightly so) frustrated or overwhelmed by the unattainable model that native speakers present to them.  L2 instructors should set the attainable goal of becoming competent L2 users instead of native speakers.  They should also demonstrate to the students the importance of the advantages that bilingual language users have in certain contexts, and look to competent L2 users as the models for language learning.  Non-native speakers therefore need to be considered effective L2 teachers as well as models for their students to follow in their language learning.  

Globalization and its effect on native speakers    


Globalization and the spread of languages across borders and continents has blurred the definition of who is a native speaker, as well as made the goal of achieving native-like competence even more unattainable.  According to Cook, “in statistical terms most human beings in fact know two or more languages rather than one: it may well be unusual to possess only mono-competence.”  He goes on to note: “there are 3000-5000 languages in the world but only about 150 countries to fit them all into…the population of the United States in 1976 included nearly 28 million who had a non-English mother tongue…Multicompetence is probably more typical of the human race than mono-competence.”  When we look at language use on a global scale, it is clear that it is more ‘normal’ to be multicompetent.  As we are already entered into the age of globalization, it is important to note its effect on language use and the role of the native speaker.  For example, the English language is spoken not only on the small island of Great Britain, but in Australia, Canada, the United States, and New Zealand.  It is also spoken in areas originally colonized by English-speaking nations, such as Puerto Rico, India, Singapore, Nigeria, Zambia, to name a few.  Finally, there are places where English has dominated as a result of cultural and economic factors, such as Saudi Arabia, Israel, Japan, Russia, and the European Union. (Lasagabaster, D. 1998)    When we consider the large number of places where English is spoken, it makes it harder to define who is a genuine native speaker of English.  With many different dialects and grammatical and linguistical variations, who is the native speaker?  There are twenty one nations where Spanish is spoken, making it difficult to define who is really a model native speaker.  If we were to set our instructional goals for our students to attain a native-like competence in the target language, we are forced to decide which country will be our model.  I am constantly asked if I teach Spain-Spanish, Mexican-Spanish, or some other variant.  I reply that I teach a variety of vocabularies that do not reflect one particular geographical region.  

Conclusion and personal reflection


Upon completion of my research for this project, my view of language learning has changed, and I have changed my L2 instruction and instructional goals in accordance.  It is now clear just how unrealistic it is to expect native-like competency of L2 learners.  I feel it is important to highlight to L2 language learners the advantages they gain from learning the L2, not only in broadening their cultural awareness and increasing their communicative competence, but also the heightened awareness of their L1 as a result of their learning the L2.  As a direct result of my research, I am now more aware of the presence and importance of the L1 in my L2 classroom.  While it shouldn’t be a crutch, it is evidently an important learning tool and reference point for the L2 learners.  As a bilingual multicompetent language user, I’m more aware of the distinct linguistic advantages that I possess.  By spelling out these advantages to students in a way that they can understand, it is possible that these advantages can become an additional extrinsically motivating factor for the students.  They hopefully will want to reap the rewards that the knowledge of the L2 brings with it, and its impact on the knowledge of the L1.  My research also has shown that in our global society in the United States, our geographic location between two large oceans no longer isolates us as it had for so many years previously in our history.  In our globalized world, multicompetence has become more the rule than the exception, and it is clear that being monolingual will become more and more a liability as languages continue to spread across borders and continents.  Part of my job as a L2 teacher is to inspire my students and equip them linguistically to face the challenges ahead.
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