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Abstract. This paper presents a sociological study of the features that characterize students’ perception of
the phenomenon of polyglottery. The study aims to give a clearer description of the qualities, which are, ac-
cording to students, associated with polyglots. The researchers used the focus group method and projective
techniques (free and controlled associations, personalization, personification and object manipulation)
in a discussion with actual MGIMO students to provide ground for a sincere, but instrumental talk. As
a result, special characteristics were identified that are associated with polyglots in the minds of the stu-
dents. It was revealed that polyglots are perceived in an exclusively positive light as educated, competent
and tactful individuals who are an attractive role model. These associations are largely formed under the
influence of the phenomenon of “unconscious polyglottery” due to the fact that multilingual competence
is part of everyday life for this social group. MGIMO students have an unconscious habit of perceiving
foreign languages not only during the classes but also in a less formal way and, therefore, are uniquely
related to polyglottery. MGIMO was chosen as the object of study because of it being mentioned in the
Guinness Book of Records as an academic institution with the largest number of languages in the world
being taught (53). In addition, a review of existing literature aimed at the sociological study of polyglottery
is also presented in the article (in particular, the works by Laia Herlevi and Alexander Arguelles). Ana-
lyzed are their goals, results and limitations. These works use a quantitative methodology of sociological
research, while the present paper refers to a qualitative strategy, which seems to be particularly effective in
examining the phenomenon of polyglots and polyglottery. The immediate perspective of this study is con-
nected with describing sociological and psychological aspects of different foreign languages when selecting
one as a study subject.
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OBPA3 ITIO/INTJIOTA
ITTASAMU CTYAEHTOB MI'IMO

A.B. Buponaiinen, H.C. KoBanesnko, [I.C. Komapos

MOCKOBCKMIT FOCYapCTBEHHBIT MHCTUTYT MEX/YHAPORHBIX oTHOIeHN T (yHnBepcutet) MUJT Poccun
119454, Poccus, Mocksa, nip. Bepraackoro, 76

AHHOTaIMA. B Hacmosuweli cmamve npedcmasneHo COUUon02u1eckoe Uccnedosarue no 8oiA61eHUI0
ocobeHHOCmell, XapaKxmepusyuux 6ocnpusmue cmyoenmamu denomena nonuenomuu. Ienvio uccne-
dosanus 6vino 0amv bosee uémkoe onucanue mex Ka4ecms, KOmopvle ACCOUUUPYIOMCS Y CIMYOeHMo8
¢ nonuenomamu. Vccnedosamenu ucnonv3osany memoo Gokyc-spynnvt u npoekmrvie mexHuxu (ceo-
600HbIX U HANPABNIEHHVIX ACCOUUAUULL, NePCOHATUIAUUL, NePCOHUPUKAUUL U MAHUNYTIAUUU C Npeo-
memamu) 8 ouckyccuu ¢ yuacmuem cmyodenmos MITIMO 0ns nposederusi 6onee uckpermeii, Ho 00HO-
BpPEMEHHO U UHCMPYMEeHMANbHOLL Oecedbl. B pesynvmame Obinu 6viA671eHbl 0C00blE XAPAKMEPUCIUKU,
KOmopovle 6 CO3HAHUL CIYOeHM06 accouuupyromcs ¢ nonuenomamu. OOHAPYHeHO, UIMO NONULTOMbL
B0CHPUHUMAIOMCS 68 UCKTIOUUMENLHO NOTIONUMENIHOM C6erne KaK 00pa3osanHbie, KOMNemeHmHble U
makmuuHole 100U, npedcmasnsousue co00ll npusekamenviyo modens 05t noopaxcanus. Ilpu smom
daHHble ACCOUUAUUL 80 MHOZOM CHOPMUPOBAHBL MO0 BNIUAHUEM PEHOMEHA «HEOCOZHAHHOU NOAULNO-
MUU» — COCMOSHUS, C6A3AHHO20 C MeM, YO MHO20S3blMUe A6ITEMCS YACHbI0 N0BCEOHEBHOTE HUSHU
071 damHoil couuanvHoil epynnot. Cmyodenmuvr MITIMO o06nadarom Heoco3HAHHOU NPUBbIMKOTE 60CHPU-
HUMAMb UHOCMPAHHbLE A3bIKU He MOIbKO HA 3AHAMUSX, HO U 6 MeHee PopManvHOl 00CmaHosKe, no-
SMOMY YHUKATIbHbIM 00pA30M C63aHbL C s6eHUemM nonuenomuu. [JanHuiil yHueepcumern 6via 6bi6pan
6 kavecmee 00veKmMa UCCIe006aHuli U3-3a e2o ynomuHanus 6 «Knuee pexopoos IunHeca» Kax y4e6Hoz0
3aeedeHust, ede npenodaémcs HaUboIbuUlee KONU4ecmeo A3vikos 6 mupe (53). Kpome moeo, 6 cmamuve
npedcmasner 0030p UMepamypul, NOCEAULEHHOTE COUUOI02UMECKOMY U3YHeHUI0 NONUOMUU (6 HacH-
Hocmu pabomut JI. Xepnesu u A. Apeyanveca). AHATUSUPYIOMCS UX UeNU, Pe3yTbmamvl U 02PAHUYEHUSL.
JanHvie pabomvL UCNONL3YIOM KONUUECNBEHHYI0 MeMOOUKY COUUONIOZUHECKUX UCCIe008aHUL, 6 MO
8peMs KAK HACMOAW4AS CIAMbs OMHOCUMCS K KA4ecmBeHHOTi crpamezuu, KOMopas npeocmasnsem-
cs1 0c00eHHO 3pPeKmueHOl 01 U3yUeHUs eHoMeHa NONUNIOMO6 U noauenomuy. bauxatimas nep-
CNeKmu6a Uccie008aHUS C6A3AHA C ONUCAHUEM COUUONOZUMECKUX U NCUXO0UHECKUX 0COOeHHOCmell
BOCHPUSIMUS 020 UYL UHO20 UHOCMPAHHO20 A3bIKA NPU BbI00PeE €20 6 Kauecmee npeomema Usy1eHus.

KnroueBsble cmoBa: nonuenomus, KauecmaeHHoe uccneboem—tue, coyuonozuueckoe uccneaosanue, noau-
2710m, ncuxonuHesucmuKa, gioxyc—zpynnoeoe uccnedosarue

It mutnposanusa: Buponaitnen A.B., Kosanenko H.C., Komapos [I.C. (2022). O6pas mommrio-
Ta rnasamu crygentoB MIVIMO. Qunonoeuueckue nayku 6 MIVIMO. 8(3), C. 47-57. https://doi.
org/10.24833/2410-2423-2022-3-32-47-57

ntil today, the scientific study of polyglots has been carried out mainly within the framework of

psycholinguistics and methodology of teaching foreign languages [3], [10, p. 104-105]. However,

in recent years, as the modern polyglot movement develops as a social phenomenon, it becomes
necessary to use the methods of sociology and statistics as well.

This paper aims to be introductory as it is the first published qualitative study on polyglottery. This
research was presented at the 2™ International Seminar on Linguistics & Polyglot Studies on April 26,
2022, and at the round table Research on Polyglottery: Theoretical Analysis and Practice as part of the 20"
International Symposium on Psycholinguistics and Communication Theory on May 28, 2022. These two
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events were devoted to discussing a huge variety of topics about polyglottery: polyglots’ cognitive skills,
self-monitoring instruments and learning strategies, the hyperintensive method, cognitive metaphors
and social perception of polyglottery [4], [8]. The last subject was covered by the study presented in this

paper.
Empirical basis of the study

Turning to the present research, it bridges sociological knowledge and the information that is current-
ly known about polyglots. We have chosen qualitative methods, namely the focus group, as it provides
a more personal insight into the issue. The focus group was conducted in April 2022 and involved five
individuals, who are students of Moscow State Institute of International Relations (MGIMO).

As for our choice of the study object, we decided to analyze the perspective of MGIMO students. This
was due to the fact that MGIMO University is known for profound language teaching and is mentioned
in the Guinness Book of Records as the most multilingual educational institution in the world in terms of
the number of languages taught (53) [7]. All students study at least two foreign languages, one of which is
often English. Many students also have experience of learning other languages apart from their academic
studies. So, the probability of finding a polyglot among MGIMO students is higher than in the general
population.

Moreover, it is interesting to examine this particular group as polyglots are mixed with ordinary stu-
dents, thus forming a unique atmosphere of “unconscious polyglottery”. It means students and professors
of the university are used to the fact that they can run into a person who speaks several languages, which is
a common thing. Thus, polyglottery to some degree fits into their ordinary life and students face polyglots
on a daily basis. This way, they unconsciously create the image of a polyglot, without even noticing it. That
is what we are going to examine in this study: the image the students have while thinking of polyglots.

Review of existing studies

Before conducting our own survey, we reviewed existing sociological research literature. To date, only
few sociological studies are known in the sphere of polyglottery. The first of them is Laia Herlevi’s thesis
Polyglot Identities [2]. Here, identity is understood as the information we associate with ourselves, other
people, and things. Each person has his own set of identities (self-identities) that he shares with the world,
depending on the context. For example, we present one identity to our friends and family, and another
to our professional colleagues. At the root of it all, the cognitive process of identification assigns specific
properties, characteristics, and intentions to things and beings we know or come in contact with. Cogni-
tive identities are therefore the most basic cognitive constructs associated with all things that distinguish
us, and this is what Laia Herlevi focuses on.

The background of her work is the intensification of transnational interactions through the “accelerat-
ed diffusion of information enabled by advancements in communication technologies” [ibid., p. 1]. This
recent trend has given rise to various forms of digital media, thus bringing an abundance of languages
within our reach. The influence of social networks and other technologies on the personality of a polyglot
is ambiguous. While social media has undoubtedly helped raise awareness and recognition of linguistic
diversity, it has also had a negative impact on the concept of language purity. For example, social media
platforms such as Twitter or Instagram allow for quick and easy communication between native speakers
of different languages. This has led to the widespread use of hybrid forms and language mash-ups, which
some consider a violation of linguistic purity.

The aim of Herlevi’s work is to understand how polyglots - “a compelling socio-cultural phenomenon
in the midst of globalization” — “construct their sense of self through linguistic pursuits and practices”
[ibid.]. The data for her study consists of two surveys conducted in social media in early 2019. These ques-
tionnaires, which included such topics as language learning and usage, identity, belonging, self-image,
and values, were distributed through several polyglot groups on Facebook, and gathered input from 58
and 40 respondents respectively. Both questionnaires are treated by Laia Herlevi as a single entity.
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The corresponding diagrams are attached below (Fig. 1-3). They show the main socio-demographic
characteristics of the sample, as well as the direct attitude of respondents to languages.

nYes = No

Figure 1. Respondents who work or study in a language-related sphere, %
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Figure 2. Age group of the respondents, %
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Figure 3. Gender of the respondents, %
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Herlevi arrived at an interesting conclusion: the number of languages studied by a polyglot, as well
as the regions to which these languages belong, can really influence how polyglots perceive their own
“home”. It can be argued that the languages studied by polyglots form this very feeling of home. After all,
polyglots in the course of learning a language not only encounter new grammatical constructions and
unfamiliar words, but also are constantly forced to immerse themselves in a foreign culture. People inter-
nalize what used to be “alien” for them, so elements of a previously alien culture move from the zone of
the “unknown and incomprehensible” to the zone of the “native and understandable” Thus, the study of
foreign languages can be considered as a socio-cultural phenomenon that lays the basis for the formation
of a person’s identity. Even if it is not the foundation on which a person’s identity is built, at least it plays a
very significant role in this process, which simply cannot be underestimated.

As for potential limitations of Laia Herlevi’s survey, there might be some concerns regarding data
validity due to the author’s style of interpretation. This is basically one of the reasons why the qualitative
strategy is more appropriate in our own study. Herlevi’s quantitative research allowed a limited level of
validity because of the features used during the analysis. By contrast, in our study we had different re-
quirements in this respect. We needed higher validity as we were focusing on interpretation using quali-
tative methods. This is essential for the research strategy even in combination with quantitative methods.

Another example of a quantitative study is the paper “The character traits of polyglots” by Alexander
Arguelles, originally presented at the Polyglot Conference in Ljubljana in 2018 [1]. He conducted a sur-
vey aimed at describing the specific characteristics of polyglots. He used a computer programme popular
among sociologists, SPSS, which is an effective tool when it comes to quantitative research. The main
focus of such surveys is on the process of collecting and analyzing numerical data. So, it presents more
generalized information and basically dismisses the individual’s story. Briefly speaking, it is more about
rules rather than exceptions.

First of all, Arguelles crafted an online survey, which was completed by 640 respondents. As he says, it
took 36 minutes for the respondents to answer all the questions. However, he points out that his study is
just a starting point. Moreover, due to the peculiarities of the sample, he highlights that it is not a global
study, but rather one of the Western civilization.

Arguelles groups all the respondents into three groups, according to the number of languages a person
knows:

1) so-called beginning polyglots — ones who study three or fewer languages;

2) intermediate polyglots — who study from four to six languages;

3) advanced polyglots — speaking seven or more languages.

As for the motives for his study, Alexander Arguelles explains that it was the article published in The
New Yorker, “The mystery of people who speak dozens of languages”, that encouraged - or even triggered
him. The author of the article claimed that “an extreme language learner has a more-than-random chance
of being a gay, left-handed male on the autism spectrum, with an autoimmune disorder, such as asthma or
allergies” [12]. Yet, Arguelles points out that the article lacks evidence, so he decided to check whether the
statement could possibly be true. He also highlights that the said publication focuses only on provocative
possible traits of polyglots. Instead, it could be used for a better purpose - for example, to examine how
polyglots can teach ordinary people or what unique traits polyglots have in terms of their self-discipline
and learning schedule. However, the article does not take these beneficial traits into consideration.

In order to prove or disprove the above statement, Arguelles proposes to combine five factors men-
tioned and to see how many of his 640 respondents really have the following traits: gayness, left-handed-
ness, male gender, suffering from autistic disorder and suffering from autoimmune disorder. As a result,
none of the respondents had these characteristics all at once.

After that, Arguelles switches to examining the variables one by one. Thus, he finds out what features
correlate with polyglot status, that is, what traits can be related to knowledge of numerous foreign lan-
guages. It turns out that advanced polyglots (speaking at least seven foreign languages) indeed have some
of the traits mentioned, but not all of them. For example, he sees no correlation for left-handedness.

An interesting conclusion about male gender comes next. In North America and Europe, males make
up 49% of the population, whereas among the 640 respondents there are 69,4% males - thus, the percent-
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age is notably higher. It is also fair to say that the more languages a polyglot knows or studies, the higher
the chance of this person being male. Some 75% of the advanced polyglots examined by Arguelles are
male.

Below are other variables, both proven and unproven, examined by Alexander Arguelles (Table 1).

Proven hypotheses Unproven hypotheses
homosexuality left-handedness
male gender high-functioning autism
excellent academic record allergies
high language learning aspirations | asthma
polyglot genes/patterning negative language experience

Table 1. List of proven or unproven hypotheses

However, Alexander Arguelles is not a professional sociologist, so his study is not flawless, as he points
out himself. First of all, though the sample is numerous, its distribution is not ideally representative. It is
very hard to reach the perfect ratio between various groups of representatives: between men and women,
between different age categories, and between large cities and small towns, etc. Yet, a perfect survey meet-
ing all the scientific requirements should aspire to have a representative sample, which consumes signif-
icant amounts of effort, money and time. (Looking ahead, we would like to mention that our own study
does not possess such resources, and, thus, we were limited in this respect. On the other hand, our work is
an example of qualitative research, where the requirements are looser than they are for quantitative stud-
ies, such as those of Arguelles and Herlevi). Moreover, Arguelles admits he was not quite familiar with the
people who took part in the survey, so he could not control the dissemination of the online questionnaire.
What is more important, many polyglots live in remote areas without stable internet connection or just do
not use it, which means they were automatically dismissed by this type of the questionnaire.

Returning to the initial statement published in The New Yorker, Arguelles concludes that it would be
more accurate to put it as follows: “The more his polyglottery advances, the more an enthusiastic language
learner has a more-than-random chance of displaying each of the following three traits: male gender, ho-
mosexuality, Asperger’s Syndrome” [1, p. 300]. However, according to Arguelles, it would be even better
to focus on specific traits that ordinary people can implement in their routine - for example, polyglot’s
specific schedule or self-discipline - instead of focusing on the scandalous headline. Arguelles wanted to
show that society, including major media outlets, often view polyglots in a distorted manner, not taking
into consideration the qualities of these individuals that can be developed into a useful habit for the suc-
cessful study of foreign languages.

Sociological study of the perception of polyglots by MGIMO students

According to the definition used by modern researchers, a polyglot is a person who speaks at least
five foreign languages at the functional level as a result of studying them after puberty [11]. However, a
vague definition of a polyglot as a person who speaks several foreign languages is more common in the
mass consciousness. This factor should be taken into account in further studies of the image of a polyglot.
However, as mentioned above, in this particular study, the respondents were already familiar with the
language learning environment. This helped us to choose the direction of this study. If even the basic term
of polyglottery needs additional explanation, how then is the image of a polyglot formed in the public
consciousness? What features should a polyglot have?

In search of answers to these questions, we decided to turn to MGIMO students as representatives of
a “transitional” group between ordinary people and polyglots. On the one hand, these are young peo-
ple who are not directly related to linguistics issues, since MGIMO programs are primarily focused on
applied specialties of an international profile, for which foreign languages are a means of professional
activity, rather than an object of scientific study. On the other hand, as mentioned above, MGIMO is a
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multilingual environment with both Russian students, who are studying at least two foreign languages,
and foreign students who come to get an academic degree.

MGIMO is an academic institution which is well-known in terms of its language learning traditions.
As the university prepares the overwhelming majority of Russian diplomats, who work both within the
country and in embassies all over the world, it has the reputation of a fair leader in teaching foreign
languages. Students have four or five classes per week of their major foreign language, and two or three
classes per week of their second foreign language.

Moreover, starting from the second year, students can choose an additional foreign language for an
extra fee. Classes of a third foreign language take place two or three times a week. If a student chooses
an Asian language (which is quite common), he is expected to go to longer lengths due to the difficulty
of the language, so the university offers three classes per week instead of the ordinary two (for European
languages). Overall, students have from six to eleven classes of foreign languages every week.

Languages are, thus, an essential part of the curriculum. However, it is not only about the number of
hours spent on classes but also about students’ attitude and commitment to study. Almost everyone un-
derstands the importance of foreign languages and what benefits they have using them.

MGIMO also provides a choice of opportunities for students’ social life. Many students are active
participants in various language and discussion clubs. For example, there is a research circle under the
management of Grigory Kazakov, which focuses on the study of linguistics and polyglottery. Every for-
eign language department offers a variety of opportunities for students not only to deepen their learning
but also to get into the culture of the target country or region.

Moreover, many of the professors at the university are acting interpreters, translators and employees
of international companies. There are also people who used to work as diplomats in foreign embassies or
in the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. They share their experience with students and encourage them
to study foreign languages.

Thus, MGIMO students are people who, in a way, feel the influence of foreign languages, which are
actively involved in their study, but do not study linguistics structurally and academically. This is also
characteristic of polyglots, for most of whom languages are not their profession. In this regard, we develop
a hypothesis that students of MGIMO tend to have an image of a polyglot, i.e. a combination of specific
traits, which are associated with polyglots. Our study aims to identify these features that characterize the
perception of the concept of “polyglot” by MGIMO students by conducting a focus group.

Focus group discussion is a method often used in various spheres of marketing (economic, political,
and social). The result of a focus group study should be a decision on how to improve a product or service
based on the existing image [9]. Generally, this is a semi-standardized group interview based on a specif-
ically designed scenario. Robert Merton, who is often called the father of focus groups, puts forward the
following important conditions for the use of this method:

1. Interviewees must be participants in a certain situation.

2. The situation must be analyzed in advance by a sociologist.

3. Based on this analysis, the researcher must craft an interview plan.

4. The interview focuses on the subjective experiences of individuals about the situation under
study [5].

During our survey, these principles were strictly followed. We selected five individuals from among
MGIMO students and asked them questions. While conducting a focus group, questions are addressed
to all the participants - thus, a group discussion is launched and group dynamics is achieved [6]. It is of
utmost importance to prepare the questions in advance. We chose projective techniques: both verbal and
nonverbal. Below we list the techniques we used, and then summarize the results.

The first technique is free and controlled associations when participants are asked to say the first
thing that comes to their mind when they hear the name of an object or a person. Thus, we asked our
respondents: “What do you recall when you hear the word ‘polyglot’?” This technique is connected with
the psychological basis, which can be interpreted with the help of the verstehen approach, i.e. by looking
at the phenomenon in question through the eyes of the individual.
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The next technique is personalization: the participant is asked to imagine that he or she is the object
being discussed - in our case, a polyglot. So, we asked the following questions: “If you were a polyglot,
what would you think of yourself? What languages would you be proficient in? What would your job be?
What would you do in life?” This is the logical continuation of the usage of the verstehen in the first tech-
nique. These techniques and concepts cannot be isolated from each other.

Another technique is anthropomorphism or personification: the participants are to “revive” the object
in question, to give it a human name and a physical description, to tell about its character, its positive and
negative qualities, or, as in our case, vice versa — to compare a real person (for example, a politician) with
something “inhuman” We asked the questions: “What colour do you associate a polyglot with? What time
of the year? Time of the day? What kind of animal?” This technique allows us to understand respondents
in a deeper way. Moreover, it eliminates answers intentionally made up in a socially approved manner,
because there are no specific expectations regarding this type of questions. Nevertheless, this technique
may yield tangible results and provide the researchers with a different point of view on a particular issue.

We also turned to nonverbal projective techniques, such as interacting with different objects. The
respondents were shown photos of different people, both polyglots and people unrelated to polyglottery,
and were asked to select photos of people who are more likely to be polyglots, from their point of view.
This provided us with a more profound interpretational basis.

Before sharing the results, let us note once again how this study fundamentally differs from the pre-
viously known works. The studies mentioned above (the ones by Alexander Arguelles and Laia Herlevi)
are examples of quantitative sociological research. These studies are aimed at strict standardization and
formalization of the process of collecting and processing information, which makes it possible to obtain
accurate data about the target audience, expressed in absolute or relative values. We took a different, less
firm path, to organize a qualitative study. This is an informal collection of data using field methods and
a non-standardized form of analysis, which allows one to get detailed information about human psy-
chology, values, stance, deep motives of behaviour, as well as details that respondents consciously or un-
consciously cannot or do not want to share with the researcher. Consequently, the sample for qualitative
studies, due to their high costs (in terms of time, energy and finance), can be smaller than for quantitative
ones.

As we have mentioned, five students took part in our focus group. We gathered the interviewees in one
of the university classrooms and placed them in a circle. That was not accidental: the entire organization
of the discussion should ensure equality of participants, so that everyone has the opportunity and desire
to speak out. This is the main principle of conducting a focus group, and the moderator should make sure
that all interviewees take equal part in the discussion.

Finally, let us proceed to the results of the focus group. In the course of answering the first question
about associations with the word “polyglot’, all participants showed unanimity saying that polyglots are
intelligent, educated, polite and tactful people. This may be due to the fact that polyglots are constantly
associated with images from films and books, where knowledge of several foreign languages at a decent
level is constantly attributed to educated and intelligent people, and sometimes even geniuses. The re-
spondents said that polyglots can look at things from another person’s perspective thanks to their ability
to understand the thoughts and feelings of others. This allows polyglots to easily communicate with oth-
ers on a personal and professional level.

As for the second question of hypothetical nature (“If you were a polyglot, what would you think of
yourself?”), the answers were also identical. Three of the respondents noted that they would travel more,
not only to popular tourist places, but also to little-known towns and areas, and would also communicate
with the locals using their native language. The other two participants expressed a desire to bond their
careers with languages, saying that they would choose the job of an interpreter or a teacher. In addition,
all five participants highlighted that knowledge of several languages “broadens the horizons” During the
discussion, everyone agreed that knowledge of many foreign languages is freedom: freedom of thought,
freedom of speech, and freedom of ideas.

Then, the discussion began to develop in the light of the specific languages that the focus group par-
ticipants would like to know at the functional level. Despite the fact that everyone expressed a desire to
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“to know as many languages as possible”, some were still more specific and clarified that they wanted to
study European languages or Asian ones. Thus, the respondents were divided into two groups: the ones
who are more attracted to the European languages, and the ones who feel more enthusiastic about the
languages of Asia.

The final set of questions was of particular interest for us. These are questions about the colour, animal,
time of the year and time of the day that are associated with the image of a polyglot. As for the colours,
all the participants in the focus group gave different answers: dark blue, light blue, green, light grey and
yellow. However, almost all (four out of five) agreed that the most associable animal for a polyglot is an
owl. Such an opinion can be explained by the fact that, in many cultures, a calm and reasonable owl is
considered a symbol of wisdom. Therefore, a polyglot is also subconsciously endowed with this quality.
Autumn also seems calm - a time of regularity and balance - and all respondents chose autumn out of
other seasons when thinking about polyglots. Despite that, the interviewees named different times of the
day when sharing their associations. Some said it was the middle of the day, some said it was the deep
night - no unanimous answer was revealed.

Conclusions

The focus group we analyzed showed that MGIMO students have a particular idea of what polyglots
are. This idea is basically positive. The students think of polyglots as very intelligent and decent people.
Everyone noted their diligence, perseverance and the ability to achieve their goals. Becoming a polyglot
is a complex and responsible process. It takes a lot of dedication and hard work to be fluent in several
languages. However, the advantages of being a polyglot outweigh the difficulties. The influence of social
networks and other technologies on the personality of a polyglot is ambiguous.

We can state with a high degree of confidence that MGIMO students perceive polyglots as a social
group of educated and highly smart people. Many respondents even said that they would not mind if they
were polyglots themselves. Moreover, all the respondents expressed their interest in learning foreign lan-
guages as they see many advantages in this. The dissimilarity of opinions within the focus group is clearly
manifested in the participants’ preferences regarding the languages being studied.

These conclusions are not a surprise given the profile of the university itself. MGIMO, as an institution
preparing qualified international specialists, is renowned for its language learning standards. Students not
only focus on their majors (such as sociology, international relations, international law, economics, and
many others) but also prioritize developing their language capacities. They study two or more foreign lan-
guages and are thus integrated into a multilingual atmosphere, which further increases their motivation.

In the future, it might be worth analyzing why a person values a particular language or even a set of
languages more and why he or she is less interested in others. Why did he choose these particular lan-
guages? What is the reason for this choice? How does a person’s identity change while learning different
languages? How are intersubjective cognitive perspectives connected with language choice? And what are
the factors, which affect the dynamics of language prescription?

It seems that this is a productive way to continue the study of polyglots, which requires the qualitative
approach. It is also important to mention the potential power of quantitative methods that can clarify the
whole picture in this field. This is especially true if we speak about practical aspects of language knowl-
edge. All this can hopefully be achieved in further research on polyglot perception.

© A. Virolainen, N. Kovalenko, D. Komarov, 2022
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