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Research on first language (L1) attrition in late bilinguals is a relatively new, but fast-growing 

area. Most often L1 attrition is explained as a result of the influence of the second language, insufficient 

maintenance of L1, length of residence in the second language environment, and the age at which second 

language acquisition starts (Altenberg & Vago, 2004; Schmid, 2007, 2011; Gurel, 2008;  Pavlenko, 

2010).  Empirical evidence suggests that even a very limited knowledge of L2 may result in some attrition 

of L1 in an L2 environment (Yagmur et al., 1999). However, research on attriters with limited L2 

knowledge is scarce, and there is no research whatsoever on whether attrition is possible in immigrants 

with no knowledge of L2. The aim of my study was to find out whether Russian immigrants in Israel with 

little or no knowledge of Hebrew experienced attrition of Russian.  

Sixteen immigrants with no knowledge of Hebrew were compared to 44 immigrants with 

knowledge of Hebrew, and to 21 monolingual residents of Russia and Kazakhstan, who served as a 

control group. Participants of the three groups were matched on gender and educational background.  

The sociolinguistic information about the immigrants was collected by means of a questionnaire. Three 

instruments of measurement were designed: an elicitation task of target frequent lexical items, a 

grammaticality judgment test that required the participants to recognize errors in collocations and correct 

them, and finally, a grammaticality judgment test of errors in complex grammatical constructions and 

their correction.  

The data showed that, on the lexical task and the grammaticality of collocations test, the Russian-

speaking immigrants with no knowledge of Hebrew performed no differently than the immigrants with 

knowledge of Hebrew. Both groups of immigrants achieved significantly worse results than the control 



group.  However, on the grammaticality of complex grammatical constructions, the immigrants without 

knowledge of Hebrew performed even worse than immigrants with knowledge of Hebrew and controls  

Correlations between tests results and some sociolinguistic variables showed that the results of 

judgment of complex constructions correlated moderately and significantly with the level of Hebrew 

knowledge and with the amount of usage of Hebrew.  

On the basis of the results, we can conclude that immigrants with no knowledge of L2 (Hebrew) 

can experience attrition of L1 (Russian) similarly to or worse than immigrants with knowledge of 

Hebrew. Paradoxically, higher L2 proficiency and frequent usage of L2 may have a positive effect on the 

maintenance of L1. The results are related to the notions of exposure to attrited input, and the importance 

of metalinguistic awareness in the process of attrition.  
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