


Chapter 2 

Bilingualism and Intelligence 

“YOU KNOW, I’ve always wondered. Is it good or bad for 
children to be bilingual?” This is the question 1 am most fre- 
quently asked. It comes up in my office with students and 
colleagues; at cocktail parties and during dinner conversations; 
at professional meetings of scholars and school teachers. My 
questioners often know of a child whose leaming problems 
have been attributed to bilingualism. They have heard that 
using two languages in early childhood creates a split personal- 
ity, a linguistic Jekyll and Hyde. They have also heard that 
bilingualism is a good thing, that it enriches the intellect, creates 
a multidimensional view of the world. “Tell me,” they demand, 
“what is the truth?” 

It is no wonder that the average person is confused, for schol- 
ars have made both claims: bilingualism is bad; bilingualism is 
good. George Thompson (1952), in a widely used American 
textbook on child psychology, wrote: 

There can be no doubt that the child reared in a bilingual environment 
is handicapped in his language growth. One can debate the issue as to 
whether speech facility in two languages is worth the consequent 
retardation in the common language of the realm. (I?. 367) 
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On the other hand, Canadian researchers Elizabeth Peal and 
Wallace Lambert (1962) triumphantly drew a contrasting 
picture of the bilingual as 

a youngster whose wider experiences in two cultures have given him 
advantages which a monolingual does not enjoy. Intellectually his 
experience with two language systems seems to have left him with a 
mental flexibility, a superiority in concept formation, a more diver- 
sified set of mental abilities. . . . In contrast, the monolingual appears 
to have a more unitary structure of intelligence which he must use for 
all types of intellectual tasks. (P. 20) 

The primary objective of this chapter will be to look at the 
literature on “good” and “bad” bilingualism with respect to an 
elusive psychological construct called ”intelligence.” Since the 
turn of the century, psychologists have tried to develop objec- 
tive instruments for measuring this construct, and researchers 
have used the performance of bilinguals on such measures as an 
indication of whether bilingualism is good or bad. 

An overview of the hundreds of studies that compare the 
performance of bilinguals with monolinguals on various mea- 
sures of intelligence reveals that research in the first half of this 
century was guided by the question of whether or not bilin- 
gualism has a negative effect on intelligence, while more recent 
work has been concerned with whether or not there is a positive 
effect. This shift in emphasis is related to the subject popula- 
tions that were under study. The early work was conducted 
primarily in the United States with immigrant groups, and,the 
recent work with middle-class populations in Canada and 
Europe. Although these studies all compare monolinguals with 
bilinguals, close inspection reveals afferent motivations behind 
the studies. The researchers were working under different soci- 
ological circumstances. They differed in what moved them to 
look at the relationship between bilingualism and intelligence 
in the first place. They chose different methodologies that re- 
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flected their motivations. And their motivations markedly in- 
fluenced their interpretations of their findings. 

It is difficult to overstate the importance of the &&id in 
which the scientist works. The importance of understanding 
this influence is particularly pressing in the case of the social 
scientist, whose subject matter is so closely connected to his or 
her own membership in society. Let us begin, therefore, by 
going back some eighty years to absorb the social context in 
which the relationship between bilingualism and intelligence 
began to be investigated in the United States. 

The “Old” and “New” American Immigrants 

The first studies of bilingualism and intelligence were not con- 
cerned with bilingualism per se. If they considered it at alI, they 
rejected bilingualism (or lack of English ability) as an explana- 
tion of intelligence, preferring instead to attribute such differ- 
ences to racial and ethnic origins. 

The motivation for these American studies of the early 1900s 
was the concern over the changing pattern of immigration from 
Europe. The Dillingham Commission, set up by Congress in 
1907 to investigate the changes, reflected this social trend. It 
drew a solid distinction between “old” and “new” immigrants, 
the temporal boundary being set in the early 1880s. The com- 
mission lauded the old immigrants from northern Europe, who 
had dispersed throughout the country and been rapidly as- 
similated. Its contrasting view of the new immigrants from 
southern and eastern Europe was characterized by historian 
Maldwyn Jones (1960) as follows: 

This “new” immigration had consisted, [the commission] declared, 
largely of unskilled male laborers, a large proportion of whom had 
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come to the United States not as permanent settlers but simply as 
transients. Almost entirely avoiding agridture, they had flocked to 
the industrial centers of the East and Middle West, where they had 
“congregated together in sections apart from native Americans and the 
older immigrants to such an extent that assimilation [had] been slow.” 
(P. 178) 

What the commission failed to take into consideration, how- 
ever, was the differences in the length of time the two groups 
of immigrants had had to settle in their new country. As Jones 
makes clear, the characterization of the new immigrants is one 
that applies equally well to the initial wave of both groups. 
(1960, pp. 177-82). 

Coupled with the characterization of the new immigrants as 
transient and isolated was the view that they were of inferior 
intelligence. Francis A. Walker (1840-1897), president of 
M.I.T., wrote, 

These immigrants are beaten men from beaten races, representing the 
worst failures in the struggle for existence. . . . Europe is allowing its 
slums and its most stagnant reservoirs of degraded peasantry to be 
drained off upon our soil. (Quoted in Ayres 1909, p. 103) 

This characterization of the new immigrants fueled the public 
outcry for the restriction of immigration of southern and east- 
ern Europeans. The caricature of the new immigrants became an 
accepted stereotype of these ethnic groups. 

The creation of an instrument to measure intelligence went 
hand in hand with the movement to restrict the flow of the new 
immigration (Gould 1981; Kamin 1974) though there is debate 
over the degree to which the testing results were actually em- 
ployed in the formulation of policy (Samelson 1975; Snyder- 
man and Hermstein 1983). Following Francis Galton (1890), a 
number of psychologists in the late nineteenth century were 
searching for objectively administered measures of intelligence 
to reflect this most complex of human traits. It would be conve- 
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