
Introduction
■ Bilinguals are generally not equally proficient in the two languages they use. 

They tend to be more proficient in one language (the dominant language) than 
the other (the non-dominant language).

■ Bilingual speakers who have a language imbalance perceive speaking in their 
non-dominant language significantly more effortful, and consequently difficult 
(Dornic, 1980). 

■ People sequence activities all the time, but how they do so, especially with 
regard to the perceived difficulty of the tasks, is poorly understood.

■ We sought to understand how proficiency in the two languages determines the 
perceived task difficulty of each language and how perceived task difficulty 
relates to preferences for task order.

Methods
■ The experiment was conducted at Beijing Normal University in Beijing, China 

through the Partnerships for International Research and Education (PIRE) 
Program. 

Participants
q 120 Mandarin-English bilinguals living in Beijing, China who were dominant 

in Mandarin. 
Picture Naming

q Participants saw pictured objects one by one and were asked to name them as 
quickly and accurately as possible. Participants named 36 pictures in English 
and 36 pictures in Mandarin. The presentation order of languages was 
counterbalanced across participants. 

Choice Task
q After the picture naming task, participants made a series of choices between 

naming some number of pictures in English or some number of pictures in 
Mandarin. The task presentation order was counterbalanced.

q Perceived task difficulty: “If you had to do just one task which would be 
easier, naming “n” pictures in Mandarin or naming “n” pictures in English?”

q Task-order preference: “If you had to do both tasks which one would you do 
first, naming “n” pictures in Mandarin or naming “n” pictures in English?”

■ The perceived difficulty of one language relative to the other can be measured 
by how willing participants are to name pictures in the other language that same 
or a different number of times. 

■ Someone for whom English is hard and for whom Mandarin is easy would 
probably prefer to do as few English naming tasks as possible relative to the 
much easier task of Mandarin naming tasks. 

■ However, when the number of naming tasks of the difficult language gets really 
low, and the number of the easier-language naming tasks is much higher, then 
participants might choose the harder task (naming in English).

Language History Questionnaire
q Used to obtain participants’ self-rated proficiency in English and Mandarin.
q Participants rated their proficiency on a 10-point Likert scale. 
q To look at the effect of proficiency, we divided participants into to 

proficiency groups. 
o Higher proficiency: A rating of five or higher
o Lower proficiency: A rating of four or lower

Discussion

§ The method used in this experiment is new to Psychology 
research. After exposure to the physical task itself (picture 
naming), we asked participants to evaluate their abstract 
ability to complete various versions of the same task (choice 
task). We asked participants to hypothetically evaluate which 
task they would find easier or which task they would rather do 
first given certain scenarios (naming “n” number of times).  

§ Participants were more likely to want to complete what they 
believed to be the easier task first. Even if it was slightly 
easier, it made the participant want to do it first.

§ Proficiency in English affected how often participants were 
willing to choose to complete the English task first, as well as 
choosing the English task as easier. Those with higher 
proficiency scores were more likely than those with lower 
proficiency scores to choose to do English as the easier task, 
and English as the task to complete first.

§ The approach taken in this experiment gives us insight into 
participants’ perception of their own personal abilities, which 
we can then compare to their actual ability. 

§ This approach can be used in school settings, in which 
students and educators can work together to create an 
education plan. The plan would take into account the students’ 
strength and weaknesses based on standardized tests, and then 
compare their scores to what the student believes they can 
achieve in a given time frame.
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Predictions
1. Participants find completing tasks in their non-dominant language much more difficult compared 

to the relatively easier task of completing tasks in their dominant language. 
2. Participants are more willing to complete the tasks that they find easier first. 

Follow-up Work 
§ Explore whether the experimenter’s language/nationality and 

the language of the task instructions affects performance. 
§ We conducted a follow-up study with 30 Mandarin-English 

bilinguals in Beijing in which the instructions were in 
Mandarin and the experimenter was Chinese. Results are 
pending.

Results

• LEFT GRAPH: the probability of participants choosing 
English as the easier task. 

• MIDDLE GRAPH: the probability of participants choosing 
to complete the English task first. 

• RIGHT GRAPH: There is a strong positive correlation 
between participants choosing to complete the English 
naming task first and the probability of participants choosing 
English as the easier task. 

Results from 120 Participants 

Point of Subjective Equality

• All participants had a PSE much lower than 0.5, 
which is the point where we would expect it to be if 
they were equally proficient in English and 
Mandarin.

• The PSE for “Perceived Task Difficulty” shows that 
less-proficient English speakers viewed English as 4 
times harder than Mandarin, whereas more-proficient 
English speakers viewed English as 2.33 times harder 
than Mandarin. These numbers correspond to 4=(1-
.2)/.2 and 2.33=(1-.3)/.3, respectively.

• The 0.5 on the X-axis indicated by the blue arrow 
shows the Point of Subjective Equality (PSE), or the 
point at which participants find English and 
Mandarin equally difficult (Meese, 1995)

• The blue curve shows what we predict from 
participants who find English and Mandarin equally 
difficult.

• The red curve shows what we predict from 
participants who find English harder than Mandarin.

PSE for “Perceived Task Difficulty”

• In comparison to “Perceived Task Difficulty,” PSE 
for “Task Ordering Preference” was higher 
indicating that people were more likely to complete 
the easier task first. 

• The PSE for “Task Order Preference” shows more-
proficient English speakers were 1.5 times as likely 
to choose to complete the Mandarin task first, 
whereas less-proficient English speakers were 3 
times as likely to choose to complete the Mandarin 
task first. These numbers correspond to 1.5= (1-
.4)/.4 and 3.34= (1-.23)/.23, respectively 

Research Questions
1. Does proficiency in two languages influence perceived task difficulty? 
2. Does perceived task difficulty affect the order in which individuals choose to 

complete tasks?

PSE for “Task-Order Preference”
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