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BILINGUALISM AND COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

Kenji Hakuta and Judith Suben

The study of the relationship between bilingualism and cognitive develop-
ment has struggled with the dual definitional problems of the key component
concepts. Bilingualism has been defined at various levels of functional
definition. These include linguistic, cognitive, and social-psychological
characteristics of individuals, as well as societal characteristics such as
ethnicity and other sociodemographic variables. Failure to distinguish between
these various definitions of bilingualism has led to confusion in deciphering
the relationshlp of this elusive concept with cognitive development.

At the same time, there have been different conceptions of what consti-
tutes cognitive development. In the beginning of this century, whence can be
found the earliest systematic attempts to document the relationship, the
primary definition of what we now call cognitive development was a psychometric
orie, based on differential performance of individuals within a defined popu-
lation on IQ tests. Learning theory, Piagetian operational thought,

Chomskyan rationalism, and Vygotsky's views of mind and society have all offer-
ed subsequent and different conceptions of what cognitive development might be
the development of.

The factorial combination of variation in the definitions of bilingualism
and cognitive development, overlaid with historical fluctuations in the moti-
vations behind why one would want to explore the relationship between them in
the first place, make a simple account of this literature difficult. A survey
of the definitional issues and the historical context of the research appeared
in Hakuta (1985).

In this review of the recent literature, we will first discuss the recent
trends in definitions of bilingualism and of cognitive development.

DEFINITION OF BILINGUALISM

Ever since the publication of Peal and Lambert's (1962) classic work,
there has been a tendency to define bilingualism in terms of linguistic
proficiency. In Peal and Lambert's work, a group of 'balanced" bilingual
children (judged to be equivalent in their proficiency in both languages) were
compared to a group of monolingual children (matched on background variables).
This definition in terms of linguistic proficiency was an important change
from the earlier work at the turn of the century where a societal definition
of bilingualism was adopted. 1In these studies, motivated by the concern over
the IQ test performance of immigrant children, bilingualism was determined on
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