
The impact of language experience on face processing in bilingual and monolingual adults 

Early language experience can shape how we attend to and process talking faces during communication. 
For instance, when decoding audiovisual speech, bilingual infants show a looking bias towards the 
mouth over the eyes compared to monolingual infants. Bilingualism may also impact perceptual 
organization and hemispheric lateralization for faces in non-linguistic domains, such as face 
discrimination. However, the influence of language experience on face scanning patterns is highly 
variable and the impact on face processing strategies in adulthood remains unclear.  

In this talk I will describe a current project where we employed eye-tracking and a deep-learning image-
classification approach to examine face scanning patterns of monolingual and bilingual adults. I will 
present preliminary findings that bilingual participants show a looking preference for the left eye and 
left half of a centrally presented face compared to monolinguals. These findings could suggest that early 
exposure to more than one spoken language enhances right-hemispheric specialization for face 
processing in adulthood. Our latest studies are extending this work to people who are bilingual in British 
Sign Language and spoken English to determine the impact of visual linguistic experience on face 
processing. 

Secondly, I will outline a behavourial experiment examining dynamic audio-visual emotion perception in 
spoken-language bilingual and monolingual participants. Our initial analyses suggest that, in ambiguous 
(incongruent) conditions, the visual signal provides the most reliable source of information for bilinguals 
during audio-visual emotion perception, whereas the auditory signal provides the most reliable source 
of information for monolingual participants. This suggests that early exposure to more than one spoken 
language can affect the way we utilize auditory and visual information from the speaker during social 
communication in adulthood. 
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