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INTRODUCTION , 
The present state of understanding about bilingualism can be 

traced to three principal areas of research. 

question of the relationship of bilingualism to intelligence, a 

literature that dates back to the origins of psychometrics and 

extends to present-day cognitive approaches. 

The first is the 

The second is the 

study of second language acquisition as defined by a combination 

of questions from language teaching (e.g., how much attention to 

give to the native language of the learners) and inspiration from 

rationalist approaches to language that followed the collapse of 

behaviorist accounts. The third is a level of analysis issue on 

whether to conceptualize bilingualism as a psycholinguistic or a 

sociolinguistic phenomenon. 

BILINGUALISM AND INTELLIGENCE 

The question of whether bilingualism resulted in a "language 

handicapt1 on standardized tests of intelligence can be found in 

the literature from the early part of this century (Hakuta, 

1986). The key tension in this literature was whether 

bilingualism caused the poor performance of immigrant children. 

Those who favored "nature1g explanations claimed that the language 

handicap itself was the result of hereditary factors (Goodenough, 

1926). On the other hand, advocates of the "nurturett explanation 

saw the experience of bilingualism as causing mental hardship and 
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linguistic confusion (Smith, 1931) . 
More recent researchers have found positive effects of 

bilingualism, and pointed to methodological and sociological 

problems associated with the early research. On the' 

methodological side, Peal and Lambert (1962) noted that the 

selection criteria for the early research did not assess for 

bilingualism, and that a fairer assessment of bilinguals can be 

made by selecting for "balanced bilinguals", i.e., those with 

equivalent proficiencies in the two languages. On the 

sociological side, it has been noted that the early research 

focused almost exclusively on immigrant and lower-status 

bilinguals, excluding populations for whom bilingualism results 

in enhanced social status (Fishman, 1977). 

Recent research has also expanded the dependent variable, 

moving away from narrow conceptions of intelligence to a wide 

array of measures such as specific thinking skills, creativity, 

social cognition, and metalinguistic awareness (see Reynolds, 

1991). A clear generalization is that when subjects are selected 

on the basis of being balanced bilinguals, they perform at a 

level at least equivalent to monolingual controls, and in many 

cases, the results show a positive effect of bilingualism 

although the effect sizes are small to moderate. These effects 

are demonstrable even in low-status bilingual children as long as 

their degree of bilingualism is controlled (Diaz, 1985). 

The major challenge to this field of knowledge is more 

theoretical than empirical. The emphasis thus far has been on 
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demonstrating the effect with a corresponding lack of attention 

to providing an explanation of the effect. Aside from the area 

of metalinguistic awareness in which there is a hypothesized link 

to automatic vs. controlled processing (Bialystok, 1988) and to 

Vygotsky's theory of word-object separation (Ianco-Worrall, 

1972), there has been very little activity in the field. Now 

that fears about the negative consequences of bilingualism have 

been put to rest, the field would be well served by strong . 

linkages to more general theories of language and cognition that 

might explain the positive effects obtained. 

SECOND LANGUAGE ACOUISITION 

The main questions surrounding second language acquisition 

are (1) the role of the native language, and (2) determinants of 

individual differences in successful acquisition. 

Up until the 1960's, second language acquisition and 

teaching were defined by the contrastive analysis of grammatical 

structures of the native (first) and the target (second) language 

in which potential sources of positive and negative transfer were 

identified (Lado, 1964). This view of second language 

acquisition was rooted in empiricist accounts of language and 

learning, and became discredited in the face of the popularity of 

the rationalist views of language acquisition that followed 

Chomsky (1957) . 
Studies of second language acquisition followed the path of 

studies of child language acquisition, in which the errors 
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produced by the learner were considered an important window into 

the developmental process. Studies of second language learner 

errors conducted in the 1960's and 1970% supported the general 

move away from contrastive analysis, in that a remarkably small 

proportion of errors observed in corpora of learner speech could 

be traced to the native language (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1990). 

The majority of errors were similar to those found in child 

language learners, including the simplification of structures 

(e.g., omission of grammatical inflections) and 

overgeneralization of rules (e.g., past tense -& added to 

irregular verbs as in "eatedll). 

Although it is clear that source language errors are rare in 

second language learners, this does not mean that the source 

language is unimportant. First, there are persistent reports of 

difficulty in specific areas of grammar that are related to the 

source language, such as the English article system for speakers 

of many Asian languages (Hakuta, 1983). Second, within the 

framework of linguistics known as "universal grammarv1 that is 

distinctly rationalist in orientation, predictions are made that 

certain abstract linguistic parameters that distinguish among 

groups of languages are IlsetlI in the process of first language 

acquisition. This setting may have consequences on second 

language acquisition depending upon whether the parameter in the 

target language is the same as or different from the native 

language. Although the empirical tests of this theory are still 

being worked out (White, 1989), it is a strong theoretical 




