The perception of motion verbs by Polish-English bilinguals. The case of multicompetence.
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Previous research on both monolinguals and bilinguals has shown that a language lexicalization strategy (Talmy 2007) can have an influence on subjects’ performance in similarity judgment tasks (Malt et al. 2003) and recognition memory tasks (Billman & Krych 1998; Billman et al. 2000). The reason behind this is that speakers of particular languages pay more attention to the domain of motion that is conveyed by verbs of a language most frequently (i.e. either manner or direction of motion) and thus becomes more salient (Slobin 2003). 

The present study on Polish and English assumes that, although both languages fall into one group of satellite-framed languages, English speakers will pay additional attention to the path of motion. This is because in English verb phrases (e.g. go into vs. go out, run into vs. run out) the element which changes the meaning is conveyed by the preposition (satellite), which expresses the path of motion. Assuming this, the present paper aims to answer two questions. Firstly, do monolingual speakers of Polish and English differ in categorization of motion? Secondly, do Polish-English bilinguals differ from their monolingual counterparts in the perception of motion? 

The subjects in the study are two groups of monolingual speakers of Polish (N=30) and English (N=22), and one group of Polish-English bilinguals (N=30) with high proficiency and daily exposure to the L2. 

Data were elicited by means of similarity judgment and similarity rating tasks. The results of the first task proved Talmy’s classification of languages correct, showing that manner is a more salient domain of motion than direction for both Polish and English speakers. However, the second task has shown that Polish monolinguals rated manner of motion higher than  English monolinguals (t=3.267, p<.005). Moreover, Polish-English bilinguals were found to differ from both groups of monolinguals in that they overemphasized manner of motion in the first task (t=4.465, p<.00005 for Polish and Polish-English bilinguals, and t=2.191, p<.05 for English and Polish-English bilinguals). In the second task, Polish-English bilinguals did not differ from the English group in their choice of manner as a criterion (t=0.102, p>.05), and approached the English monolinguals rating the direction of motion (t=2.631, p<.05), a domain which is more salient in English than in Polish. These findings can be put down to the influence of L2 on the bilinguals’ perception of motion. All in all, the results show that cues from both languages affect the bilinguals’ perception of motion in a complex and dynamic way. 
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