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The problem of researching the relation between bilingualism and cognitive de- 
velopment at once raises two thorny definitional issues. What do we mean by bi- 
lingualism, and what is it that develops in cognitive development? Much of the 
confusion in this area can be attributed to the lack of theoretical specificity in de- 
fining the intersection point of these component concepts. Our primary emphasis 
in this chapter is on the definition of bilingualism, with a secondary emphasis on 
cognitive development. The reason for the asymmetry is to be consistent with the 
traditional assumption that bilingualism is the independent treatment variable and 
Cognitive growth is the dependent outcome variable, even though, as we shall see, 
very few studies actually address the cause-effect issue. The major goal of this 
chapter is to demonstrate the great range of social and theoretical contexts in 
which the question has historically been asked and to argue for the importance of 
integrating the many disciplinary levels and perspectives that bear on the problem. 

Defining the component concepts 

The concept of bilingualism has been used in various ways by scholars and lay 
persons alike. It has been viewed as an individual-level mental concept - a char- 
acteristic of individuals who possess or who use two linguistic systems. It has also 
been viewed as a social psychological concept, still a characteristic of individuals, 
but of individuals who organize the social world in terms of the different groups 
and social situations associated with the two languages in which they interact. 
Bilingualism has also been used as a societal construct to describe the interactions 
between social groups and societal institutions, as well as among groups, in which 
the group and institutional boundaries correspond to linguistic boundaries. These 
different starting points for the definition of bilingualism have resulted in discrep- 
ancies in  the kinds of statements that have been made about bilingualism and its 
relation with cognitive development. 
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When bilingualism is defined in the first way, as tl characteristic of an individual 
who possesses two linguistic systems - we call it cognitive bilingualism - one 
tends toward statements about the packaging problem of fitting two linguistic SyS- 
terns in the mind of an individual. It is a cognitive puzzle on the relation between 
language and thought and how these systems are represented neurologically and 
conceptually. Variables of obvious importance in cognitive bilingualism are the 
extent to which the individual has mastery of the two languages and the cognitive 
functions in which the languages are engaged. 

Bilingualism defined in the second way, as a characteristic of the social condi- 
tion and affect of the individual - we call it social psychological bilingualism - 
tends toward social psychological accounts of the packaging of value systems 
within an individual. These emphasize not so much the linguistic aspects of bilin- 
guals as the social correlates of the two languages. In this sense of the definition, 
the grammatical qualities of languages hardly matter. What really matters is the 
symbolism about group affiliation that the languages convey to the individual. 

Bilingualism defined in the third way, as a characteristic of a societal unit - we 
call it societal bilingualism - is concerned with between-group interactions in 
which the two languages serve as a symbol over which interaction occurs. This 
perspective is not so concerned with individual differences within groups. As in 
the social psychological view of bilingualism, the extent of the vitality of the two 
languages - vitality in the sense of the extent to which the grammar and form of 
the languages are maintained - is not so important in this view, though it can be 
made to be important depending on social conditions. What matters in this per- 
spective is that language in some way signals membership in a group and serves 
to maintain the group’s cohesiveness and identity. 

At the same time that there have been different levels of conceptualization of 
bilingualism, different theories of cognitive development have preoccupied psy- 
chologists of different generations. The earliest systematic attempts to document 
the relation were made at the beginning of the twentieth century. At that time, the 
primary definition of what we now call cognitive development was a psychometric 
one, based on the differential performance of individuals within a defined popu- 
lation on IQ tests. Subsequently, learning theory, skill theory, Piagetian opera- 
tional thought, Chomskyan rationalism, and Vygotsky’s views of mind and soci- 
ety offered additional conceptions of what develops in cognitive development. 

Although a review of the various theories of cognitive development is far be- 
yond the scope of this chapter, it would be important to consider the dimensions 
of theories that would or would not predict effects of bilingualism on cognitive 
development. One might think of bilingualism as an environmental “treatment,” 
to be compared with the alternative treatment of monolingualism. 

As a first approximation toward appreciating the range of cognitive theories 
available, one can begin with commonly used typologies, particularly as relevant 
to bilingualism. These include nativism versus empiricism, modularity versus 




