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There are many myths about bilingualism in children, many of 
them negative ones. Some educators have cautioned against the use 
of two languages in children, claiming that bilingualism causes 
cognitive, Social, and emotional damage to children. Although few 
scholars today would claim that bilingualism could cognitively 
harm children, this view has been advocated in the past, and can 
still be occasionally witnessed in the popular press and heard 
expressed even by some educators. It is also the personal 
experience of this writer that this belief lingers in the American 
soul, if casual dinner party conversations are any indication. 

This topic should be of great concern to those interested in 
foreign language education and to practitioners of bilingual 
education as well. Any decision about the soundness of 
pedagogical approaches involving two languages should be informed 
by the research base on the issues of bilingualism and cognitive 
development. 

Theoretical Issues 

Of fundamental importance in conceptualizing this area of 
research are the theoretical tensions concerning the development 
of language and thought (Hakuta 1986). The claim that 
bilingualism would have any effect on cognitive ability, be it 
positive or negative, is based on the assumption that language is 
a central part of cognitive activity. However, the influential 
developmental theory of Jean Piaget, for example, places a minimal 
role on language in cognitive development, and therefore Piagetls 
theoretical approach would maintain that bilingualism should have 
no effect on cognition. On the other hand, theorists such as Lev 
S. Vygotsky emphasize the importance of language in guiding 
thought processes, viewing it as a process of social shaping 
through linguistic mediation, so according to this theory, 
bilingualism can have profound effects on cognitive processes-- 
they could be negative or positive, depending on societyls 
attitudes and actions towards the phenomenon. 

Another related tension is the question of whether or not the 
mind should be thought of as a "limited capacity container." The 
claim that bilingualism can cause a cognitive slowdown is based on 
the assumption that there is only so much information that can be 
processed by the child at any given time, and therefore attempting 
to learn two languages would, so to speak, blow some cognitive 
fuses. Theoretical issues such as these continue to be debated in 
the behavioral sciences, and their outcomes have influenced, and 




