
Research studies suggest the existence of 
a “bilingual advantage”, reinforcing the 
idea that speaking more than one 
language fluently brings with it cognitive 
benefits (Grosjean & Li 2012, Bialystok et 
al. 2012, Spinu et al. 2018). These 
benefits were observed in cognitive 
domains such as attention, inhibition, and 
monitoring (Bialystok, 2012, Hayakawa & 
Marian, 2012). However, other studies 
have also reported certain disadvantages, 
such as reduced fluency and slower lexical 
access in bilinguals compared to 
monolinguals (Sandoval et al. 2010).

Why study reading fluency?

Reading is something most people acquire 
during childhood and do well at the college 
level. Reading is an adequate objective 
measure for fluency, as memory is 
eliminated as a factor. Free or Prompted 
speech can be influenced by factors 
associated with memory, various type of 
inhibition, emotion, etc. Reading a 
sentence has less external influence.

MAIN GOAL 
• Determine whether the already 

documented bilingual disadvantage in 
terms of fluency is also reflected in a 
reading test with college-level students.

• As part of a CUNY-funded large-scale 
project documenting the linguistic 
diversity on our campus, voice 
recordings were obtained from over 100 
currently enrolled students.

Our Study

MONOLINGUAL AND MULTILINGUAL READING FLUENCY 
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Background
HYPOTHESES
A. Bilingual reading fluency will be reduced as 
compared to monolingual.

B. Trilingual reading fluency will be reduced 
as compared to bilinguals.

PARTICIPANTS
For this project, we selected a subset of the 
participants whose linguistic backgrounds 
were relevant for our research questions:
Ø 25 monolinguals (henceforth M)
Ø 16 bilinguals (B)
Ø 16 trilinguals (T)

Each subject’s degree of multilingualism was 
assessed based on questionnaires (self-
reported proficiency, amount of use for each 
language  and age at first exposure). 

PROCEDURE
The participants filled in questionnaires about 
their linguistic background and were recorded 
using a Zoom H2N voice recorder in a quiet 
room on campus. Following a short practice 
session, they all read out loud the same 
English paragraph.

MEASUREMENTS
Each recording was examined manually to 
identify different measures of disfluency:
Ø Total duration (reading speed)
Ø Filled pauses (e.g. ‘er’, ‘um’, ‘ah’, ‘like’)
Ø Unfilled pauses (silences)
Ø Total pauses
Ø Total unfilled pause duration
Ø Hesitations (i.e. lengthening sounds, ‘ssso’)
Ø Repetitions
Ø Mispronunciations / Self-corrections
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Conclusions
We ran a multivariate ANOVA with Speaker 
Type (M, B, T) as the independent variable 
and the 8 measures of disfluency described 
previously as dependent variables.

In general, any differences in the means of 
these various measures were small and no 
clear pattern was established. Females 
appeared to consistently outperform males 
(see figures below), but we have not yet 
thoroughly investigated gender as a factor.  

Significant main effects of Speaker Type 
were found for filled pauses, unfilled pauses, 
total pauses, and mispronunciations. Near 
significant effects (p < 0.1) were found for 
total unfilled pause duration and hesitations.

We also performed post-hoc comparisons 
using the Bonferroni. Significant differences 
were found between:
• B vs. M, T (filled pauses)
• M vs. T (unfilled pauses)
• M vs. T (total pauses)
• B vs. M, T (mispronunciations)

Analysis and Results
Hypothesis 1 partially supported.
Hypothesis 2 not supported. 

1. We found reduced fluency in bilinguals 
(filled pauses, mispronunciations), but this 
was not across the board and generally 
did not also apply to trilinguals.

>> Not all measures relevant? Why would 
this be the case?
>> Need better understanding of trilingual 
linguistic background (Age effects? 
Education effects? Raised monolingual?).

2. We found persistent differences
between male and female behavior which 
warrant further investigation. Overall, 
females were more fluent in all groups, but 
even more so in the monolingual group.

>> Females: better academic 
performance? Including reading skill? 
Higher ability to follow instructions? More 
compliant?

Our study was not conclusive in terms of
bilingual advantages or disadvantages, but 
the findings are in line with previous work.

Experiment


