The influence of bilingualism on children’s intelligence: a critical review
Introduction
Every parent wants their children to become successful in some respects. As an important predictor of pupils’ academic performance at school (Mackintosh, 2011), it is quite natural for most parents to pay attention to children’s intelligence development. Bilingual parents can be no exception either. In contrast to the monolingual family where a single language is used, bilingual parents often wonder about the impact of speaking two languages on their children’s intelligence. Historically, they are advised not to raise children bilingually as speaking two languages will become an extra burden on pupils’ brains (Baker and Wright, 2021, p. 274) Nevertheless, such an assumption has been significantly challenged over the last decades, and bilingualism is now believed to be related with a moderate ‘degree of intellectual superiority’ (Baker, 2014, p. 54). Moreover, the concept of intelligence has also been broadened with the emergence of emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995) and multiple intelligence (MI) theory proposed by Gardner (2011). Researchers have started to focus on the various aspects of intelligence which cannot be measured via the traditional IQ test but may be pivotal to students’ success as well. 
Under such circumstances, this essay aims to further explore the interplay between intelligence and bilingualism. It will first elaborate on the multifarious forms of human intelligence, after which the impact of bilingualism on different intelligence will be discussed respectively. With the systematic explanations, the essay will then provide an informative guide for the bilingual family in terms of how to optimise intellectual advantages and develop children’s ability in an all-round way. 
The multifaceted human intelligence 
While it is common for the general public to use the score of the IQ test as the indicator of human intelligence, such a perception is inaccurate since IQ tests can only reflect very limited cognitive aspects of intelligence. As indicated by the prominent psychologist Kaufman (2009, p.12), the concept of IQ as a ratio is outdated. For the sake of academic rigorousness, it would be better to refer to the test as a ‘cognitive ability test’ or ‘mental processing test’ that aims to assess individuals’ capacity in problem-solving, reasoning, abstract thinking and comprehending complicated ideas etc. (Gottfredson, 1997). 
Nevertheless, as no humans are emotionless machines, individuals’ behaviours are not only influenced by their rational thinking but can be affected by unpredictable emotional states as well. In his seminal work ‘EI: Why it can matter more than IQ’, Goleman (1995) illustrated an interesting example when a straight-A student could not accept a B on his physics test and stabbed his teacher. This attack was obviously irrational and very few people can expect that this ‘dumb’ action was done by such an ‘intelligent’ person. Under such circumstances, individuals’ emotional intelligence, which refers to the ability to recognize, comprehend, manage and tackle emotions becomes more significant.
In addition to Goleman, Howard Gardner is also an influential scholar who believes traditional IQ tests cannot fully capture the spectrum of human intelligence. In his seminal book Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligence, Gardner (2011) classified intelligence into 7 categories. Later in 1995, naturalistic intelligence was also added to the theory (See Figure 1)
[image: 图示, 多边形

描述已自动生成]
Figure 1 Eight Intelligences in MI Theory (Gardner, 1995)

Among the eight intelligences, linguistic, interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligences have been particularly studied in second language acquisition (SLA) research as they are closely related to language use and learning (Baker and Wright, 2021). On the one hand, linguistic intelligence assesses individuals’ ability to understand speech and language. On the other hand, interpersonal intelligence refers to one’s ability in effective communication while intrapersonal intelligence revolves around ‘self-awareness’, encompassing personal emotions and aspirations etc (Gardner, 2011). These two forms of intelligence closely align with the broader concept of EI, and thus will be collectively explored in the following discussions.
Bilingualism, IQ test and children’s cognitive ability 
The discussions between bilingualism and children’s intelligence can be traced back to the early 20th century when the IQ test first gained popularity. One instance came from Saer (1923) who investigated 1400 children in Wales. A discrepancy of 10 IQ points was found between the bilingual children (i.e., who speak English and Welsh) and monolingual English speakers. Thus, Saer drew the conclusion that bilingualism was harmful to pupils’ mental development. Nevertheless, in Saer’s study as well as other similar research, the bilingual groups were often from disadvantaged backgrounds while the monolinguals came from middle-class families. The social gap instead of the use of language, may be the real reason that resulted in the differences in IQ scores (Baker, 2014). 
Another important issue about the IQ test is its emphasis on the ‘convergent thinking’ mode in which only the ‘right and wrong answers are allowed’(ibid: 54). Such a mode clearly fails to identify individuals’ creative or divergent thinking ability that is crucial to one’s success (Kaufman, 2015). As a person who can speak two languages, the bilingual may have special advantages in thinking more creatively and flexibly as different languages can offer distinct ideas and concepts of a single object. Baker (2014, p. 55 ) illustrated an interesting example of the Welsh word ‘ysgol’ which simply means school. However, this word can also refer to ‘ladder’ and therefore, bilingual Welsh children can think of the concept of school in an alternative way (e.g., school as a ladder for progression and personal goals). In addition to this anecdotal example, by using the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (Torrance, 1998), studies have been able to provide convincing empirical evidence. A positive correlation was found between the degree of bilingualism and creativity among 116 Korean American students studying in the U.S. (Kim and Lee, 2011). The immersive experience in two cultures equips bilingual children with the ability to think outside conventional boundaries, fostering creativity that transcends singular cultural norms (Kim and Lee, 2019).
Overall, the relationship between bilingualism and children’s cognitive abilities, as measured by IQ tests, is nuanced. Early studies suggested a negative link, but socioeconomic factors likely played a role. Empirical evidence from previous studies supports the idea that bilingualism correlates positively with creativity. Exposure to multiple cultures is undoubtedly beneficial to cognitive flexibility. 
Bilingualism, linguistic intelligence and metalinguistic awareness
Since most bilingual children learn two languages at the same time, parents sometimes may worry that such a mix would undermine the efficiency of language learning. Nevertheless, this assumption has been proved unreliable as bilingual children are able to demonstrate better ‘metalinguistic awareness’ compared with their monolingual counterparts (Bialystok, 2013). As an important factor in the development of linguistic intelligence, metalinguistic awareness refers to one’s ability to reflect the ‘nature and function’ of language itself (Baker and Wright, 2021, p. 298). Bilinguals with high metalinguistic awareness may be more sensitive to grammatical rules and are more likely to focus on the meaning of the word rather than its form (ibid). In Ianco-Worrall’s (1972) study of Afrikaanse-English bilinguals, it was found that bilingual children paid attention to the meaning of words while the monolingual group tended to focus on the words’ sound. Meanwhile, in a 2-year longitudinal study of English-Spanish bilingual children, Galamobs and Hakuta (1988) found that bilinguals possessed edges in ‘grammaticality judgment’ due to their better performance in judging and correcting the syntactic structures of sentences.
Nevertheless, it should be noted that bilinguals’ advantages of metalinguistic awareness are not ‘across-the-board’ or universal. As highlighted by Baker and Wright (2021, p. 301), balanced bilinguals often demonstrate better metalinguistic ability when it comes to tasks that demand ‘selective attention’. The ability to speak two languages enables bilinguals to better analyse the language and exercise control over their attention during ‘internal language processing’. 
Bilingualism and Emotional intelligence 
In addition to cognitive flexibility, there arises curiosity about the status of emotional intelligence among bilinguals. Will they be the smart ‘dumb’ shown in Goleman’s story, or will they surpass their monolingual peers? Drawing from empirical research, it is suggested that bilinguals may have minor advantages in interpersonal intelligence as well as in recognizing and understanding emotions.
First, in a study of 465 monolinguals and 206 bilinguals in the U.S, it was found that by Ikizer and Ramírez-Esparza (2018) that bilinguals tended to have higher ‘social flexibility’ as they could easily switch and adapt to diverse social contexts. Within the same socio-demographic group, bilinguals could often effectively read social clues in their surroundings. Similarly, through a longitudinal investigation spanning from kindergarten to fifth grade among Latino children, Han (2010) observed that by fifth grade, proficient bilinguals outperformed the monolinguals in ‘socio-emotional’ skills. Bilingual children often found much easier to communicate with their classmates, teachers and parents. It is expected that the proficient use of two languages enables children to have greater cultural empathy and understanding so that they can comfortably interact with people from different cultural backgrounds. 
Second, Alqarni and Dewaele (2020) examined the emotion perception (EP) ability among Arabic-English bilinguals. It was found that bilinguals performed better than English monolinguals in perceiving and comprehending emotions presented in videos. Furthermore, bilinguals were also found to score higher in Trait Emotional Intelligence (Trait EI), an intrinsic personality that relates to the ability in emotional self-perception (Petrides, 2010). The reasons for such findings may be related to the differences in how emotions are expressed in two languages. The presence of lexical gaps, where one language may possess words to express emotions that are absent in another, emphasises the complexity of emotional expression for bilingual individuals (Martinovic and Altarriba, 2013). When bilinguals gain a wider and deeper understanding of emotions during language learning, they are capable of perceiving and interpreting emotions more accurately.
Report: How can parents optimize bilingual children’s intellectual advantages?
Before providing suggestions for making use of bilingualism during children’s mental development, it is vital for all parents to first be aware of the degree of bilingualism that their children possess. As highlighted by Baker (2014, p.56), bilingual children can be classified into three types based on their proficiency in two languages. When children have poor levels of proficiency in both languages, they are ‘limited bilinguals’ and bilingualism may have a negative cognitive impact. When children achieve ‘age-appropriate’ proficiency in one language, they will be neither positively nor negatively affected by bilingualism. Ultimately, only if children are balanced bilinguals who can speak two languages fluently can they have some cognitive advantages. Under such circumstances, parents should decide which bilingual level do their children fit in. If the children invariably perform as limited bilinguals, parents might as well reflect on whether it is necessary to continue raising their children bilingually or whether a more immersive language learning environment is needed. 
If children are balanced bilinguals, what strategies can parents employ to optimize the intellectual advantages discussed earlier in this essay? Below are some practical suggestions.
Rethink of the ‘intelligence’
As discussed earlier, instead of viewing intelligence solely through the lens of standardized tests, it is essential for bilingual parents to embrace a broader understanding of intelligence that encompasses linguistic, emotional and social competencies. Parents should especially pay attention to children’s creative thinking ability and encourage children to explore various forms of expression between two languages. For instance, parents can tell a story to the children in the first language and then discuss the plots and details with children in the second language. During this process, new ideas may emerge in children’s brains as they switch to another language and culture. At the same time, when children navigate between languages, they encounter diverse ways of expressing emotions and thoughts. This exposure enhances their ability to empathize with others and understand different points of views.
Ensure consistent exposure on both languages
As intelligence significantly correlates with the degree of bilingualism, the simplest or most straightforward way to optimize intellectual advantages is to make sure that children have equal opportunities to be exposed to the two languages. Only a consistent and immersive bilingual environment can maximize the intellectual benefits. Sometimes, the school may use only one language as the main instruction and then it is the parents’ responsibility to incorporate both languages into everyday activities. For instance, Chinese Uyghur parents in the Xinjiang area often send their children to the Han schools that teach in Putonghua (Mandarin), rather than the Uyghur school that employ students’ mother tongue (i.e., Uyghur) as the main instructions (Tsunga and Cruickshank, 2009). Obviously, Uyghur parents want their children to gain some socioeconomic edge through learning Mandarin. However, this may undermine children’s motivation and confidence in L1 learning. To make it up, parents should create a home environment where both languages are actively used and valued. For example, parents can often celebrate children’s language milestones, especially when it comes to Uyghur (i.e., the language received less attention in school). Whether it is mastering new vocabulary or speaking more fluently, such a recognition can boost children’s confidence and motivation. 


Encourage code-switching 
As a common phenomenon among bilinguals, code-switching refers to the alternate use of different languages in the same utterance. It can happen both within a sentence or between sentences, known as ‘intrasentential and intersentential code-switching’ (Mascwan, 2013, p. 323). Bilingual children often use such a strategy ‘autonomously and interdependently’ (Baker, 2014, p. 75). However, just like early researchers who believed that learning two languages would confuse the brain (e.g., Saer, 1923), many parents have a concern that code-switching may prevent their children from learning two languages. In this situation, some bilingual families choose to ‘deliberately separate two languages’ (Gardner-Chloros, 2009) and they will even employ the ‘One Parent One Language’ principle (Barron-Hauwert, 2004). Nevertheless, as analysed in this essay, mixing two languages will not harm children’s mental development. On the contrary, it may be beneficial to their ‘metalinguistic awareness’ as code-switching enables bilingual children to focus more on the meaning rather than the form. Meanwhile, children’s grammatical sensitivity will also be developed when they employ ‘intersentential code-switching’ and unconsciously identify the grammatical differences between languages. 
Furthermore, code-switching is also conducive to children’s interpersonal intelligence as children usually code-switch based on the social situations (Baker, 2014). Code-switching is unconscious but not random. As observed by Khan (1999) who speaks English, Italian and Urdu in the family, when it is compulsory to speak in only one language, her children can speak fluently without mistakes. However, they would code-switch between languages when meeting friends. This suggests that code-switching is not a sign of confusion or lack of proficiency but rather a sophisticated linguistic skill that children naturally develop to navigate various social contexts. Overall, parents should not be overly concerned about code-switching. Instead, they should recognise it as a natural part and even encourage it within appropriate contexts so that children’s metalinguistic awareness and interpersonal intelligence can be better developed.
Summary
In conclusion, while children may indeed benefit from bilingualism, parents should change their traditional mindsets and be prepared to help their children fully develop the bilingual advantages. Parents should not take it for granted that intellectual advantages will occur automatically as long as their children are raised bilingually. Instead, they had better ensure children’s consistent exposure to different languages and encourage the practice of code-switching. 
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