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L2 S it h N it hintroduction
Bilinguals seem to easily switch between their two languages in 
everyday speech.

Yet, there is a widely accepted cost associated with switching 
between languages in single-word presentation.

It has been shown that there are differences in processing when 
switching between a bilingual’s two languages than when 
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results

There was a robust switch 
cost for L1 items, but not for 
L2 items.  RT to L1 switch 
trials were significantly 
slower than to L1 non-switch 
trials, while RT to L2 items

L2 Switch vs. Non-switch

remaining in the same language in the comprehension of single 
words (Alvarez, Holcomb, & Grainger, 2003) and in masked 
priming (Chauncey, Grainger, & Holcomb, 2008).

We used a lexical decision task and recorded ERPs to each 
presented item.

Switch trials were items preceded by an item of the other 
language.  Non-switch trials were items preceded by an item 
of the same language.

trials, while RT to L2 items 
showed no significant 
differences.

There was no evidence of 
an effect in the typical 
N400 epoch for L2 items.  
Moreover no effect was
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Our hypothesis stated that switch trials would be harder to 
process than non-switch trials.

We also expected to find an effect of language, wherein L1 items 
would elicit larger effects than would L2 items (Midgley, 
Holcomb, & Grainger, in press).

methods

Moreover, no effect was 
observed for L2 switch or 
non-switch trials between 
500 and 800ms.

From 350ms to 
500ms L1 items
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Lexical Decision task in mixed English and French list –
morphologically simple, non-cognate nouns with no semantic overlap 
across languages
4 conditions (60 target items per condition)

L1 Switch (L2/L1) compared to L1 Non-switch (L1/L1)
L2 Switch (L1/L2) compared to L2 Non-switch (L2/L2)
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Participants - 32 University students, 
beginning L2 learners

A moderate effect was seen in the 
typical N400 epoch wherein L1 
switch trials elicited a larger N400 
than L1 non-switch trials.  A large 
positivity was observed between 
500 and 800 ms post stimulus 
onset to L1 switch trials compared 
t L1 it h t i l

500ms, L1 items 
were significantly 
more negative than 
L2 items.  From 
500ms – 800ms, 
this effect flipped in 
the anterior sites.
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sample trials

electrode montage

beginning L2 learners
L1 English – native speakers of English
L2 French – proficient and currently 
enrolled in a French course
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summary of findings
This study provided neurophysiological evidence for the cost of 
switching between languages for L1 and L2 words.

L1 switch trials had a slower RT compared to L1 non-switch trials, 
whereas RT to L2 items were similar whether they were switch or 
non-switch trials.

There was a robust effect on a late positivity for switch trials

to L1 non-switch trials.  
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There was a robust effect on a late positivity for switch trials 
compared to non-switch trials in L1, but not in L2.

There was a tendency for the N400 to index switch trials in L1, 
but not in L2, an effect that interacted with electrode site.

A language effect was observed in that L1 items elicited larger 
negativites in the N400 epoch than did L2 items.
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