The effect of Bilingualism on Children’s Intelligence

Abstract: This essay is a short report by reading Baker, C ( 2014) A Parents’ and Teachers’ Guide to Bilingualism. The first part is the definition and clarification of bilingualism. In the second part, discussion and findings of positive effect of bilingualism on children’s intelligence are presented. Then, illustrate the other advantages of bilingualism. Finally, some advice for parents of raising bilingual child.
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What is Bilingualism?

Before we discussed the effect of Bilingualism, we have to make a clear map of the term “ bilingualism”. Researchers define “bilingualism” differently from various perspectives. Regarding individual’s ability, Bloomfield(1933) argue that Bilingual refer to those who can speak and use at least two languages fully fluent like mother tongue[1]. Whereas, considering few people could live up to the high level, researchers later focus on its function and define “Bilingual” as individuals who have achieved a level of proficiency in two language and put into practice alternatively (Weinrich,1968)[2] and who use both languages on a frequent or daily basis (Grosjean,2008)[3].
In the field of bilingual children, McLaughlin study the distinction of  Simultaneous Acquisition Successive Acquisition. He believes that children who are frequently exposed to two languages before the age of 3 belong to simultaneous acquisition, while children who acquire a second language after the age of 3 belong to sequential acquisition or second language acquisition[4]. It is quite controversial about the age of three, because even in the context of simultaneous bilingualism, there are difference between children who born to learn both two language and those who acquire a few months later. Therefore, Padilla and Lindholm proposed that children who learn both languages from birth belong to simultaneous acquisition, while for those who get to acquire later can be grouped into sequential acquisition. A Chinese scholar Wang Wenyu reviewed on Bilingualism researches from various observation and outlined different classifications. Regarding to age, it can be classified into ‘early’ bilinguals  and ‘ late’ bilinguals. Then ‘simultaneous’ bilinguals and ‘sequential’ bilinguals in more detailed classification as we’ve discussed above. Nevertheless, the age cutoff differ from researchers. In different surrounding, ‘natural’ bilinguals are defined as individuals who learn two languages from family and community, while ‘achieved’ bilingual refer to individuals who learn from school. When it comes to proficiency, it can grouped into ‘balanced’ bilinguals and ‘unbalanced’ bilinguals. Those who have acquired two languages from birth and are equally proficient in both are the so called ‘ balanced’ bilinguals. Whereas ’unbalanced’ bilinguals are more outperformed in one language than the other. According to the effect of second language acquisition to mother tongue, it can be classified into ‘additive’ bilinguals and ‘subtractive’ bilinguals on the basis of whether second language acquisition promote or inhibit mother tongue. As for learning motivation, ‘elective’ bilinguals refer to those who learn a second language spontaneously. ‘circumstantial’ one are bilingual who  learn a second language forced by pressure from living circumstance. Finally, ‘bicultural’ and ‘ monocultural’ bilinguals from the dimension of culture and identity[5]. From the discussion above, bilingualism is not a simple linguistic phenomenon, but also a psychological, cultural and social behavior.
Discussion and findings of Bilingualism

Bilingual advantage has been a controversial issue. The initial bilingualism research during 1920s to 1960s state that bilinguals fell behind monolingual on intelligence test. It was believed that bilingual children may be confused in mental. While researchers later counter-argue the conclusion. Peal and Lambert (1962) criticized the lack of control in earlier studies. Variables such as social status should be considered in the comparison of bilinguals and monolinguals. When controlling for these background variables, they discovered that bilinguals were superior to monolinguals[6]. Lambert and Macnamara (1969) further supported their findings. They conducted a longitudinal study of public school in Montreal. Participants are grade one students from English speaking family and started their first year study at school in only French. While in grade two and three they have only a half-hour training English as subject. After grade two, students in experimental class were turned out to be more skillful in all aspects of French and English as well as mathematics than control (monolingual group)[7].

 The effects of bilingualism in relation to cognitive development have been studied for many years. Researches since 1960s has greatly support the positive effect on cognitive development. As Baker illustrate in his book (2014) the so called balanced bilinguals tend to show a slight superiority in IQ scores compared with monolinguals. According to Baker, there are several advantages of bilingualism have on children’s intelligence[8]. That is when two languages are relatively well developed, which refers to balanced bilinguals as we’ve discussed above, bilinguals have thinking advantages over monolinguals. When asked open-ended question, bilinguals are tend to be more creative than monolingual. Because bilinguals have different association with same word and likely to be more imaginative. It has been shown  that most bilinguals are divergent thinker, they like various answer to a question and think of different usage of an object. Peal and Lambert (1962) also illustrated the positive effect on intelligence. It is argued that they have a language asset, are more facile at concept-formation and have a greater mental flexibility. In comparison with monolinguals, bilinguals are superior in abstract thinking, since they are not restrict one meaning to one word of certain object. They also estimate that bilinguals show higher adaptability to culture, which is favorable to one’s intelligence. There is no difficulty to understand that language is the bridge to different culture. Besides, language itself also a part of culture. A bilinguals may have broaden horizon and different perception, which is essential to high intellectual person. Considerable researches support the claim. Diaz and Kingler (1991) find that bilingual children were more advantageous in both verbal and non-verbal ability. There are two representational system actively work at the same time for bilingual children, so that it is helpful to their divergent thinking[9]. Fromin, Rodman & Hymes (2014) show that bilingual children are well-adapted to unpredictable rule change in sorting games, they are good at solving problem[10].

As Baker illustrates, another advantage over monolinguals in thinking is increase sensitivity to communication. Bilingual children develop rapidly in leaning to read and think about language. Many of the researches find the same trend in metalinguistic ability. It was the American linguistic who first found that bilingual children are less fixed on the sound of word and the meaning of word, which is one of the most important competence in two languages (Baker,2001)[12]. It was psychologist Lanco-Worral who further confirm the claim by two metalinguistic test: similarity judgment and symbol substitution. In similarity judgment, children were shown a word “ cap” and asked which is more like the word “cap”. Monolingual find out more words which are similar in the sound rather than similar meaning. Bilingual children tend to be more flexible in symbol substitution. The Canadian psychologist Bialystok conducted a series of researches to test the cognitive effect of bilingualism. His investigation of development of cognitive effect began with study of metalinguistic ability. He used metalinguistic task to identify syntactic judgement of grammar(1986) and concept of meaning(1988). children are required to judge whether a sentence is said the right way and test their ability to identify a grammatical error. Sentence such as “Apples growed on trees”, “Apples grow on noses”. The previous sentence requires the ability to notice the correctness of the grammar in the sentence, the later requires the ability to ignore the misleading information in meaning and focus on the form of the sentence. Thus, bilingual children have been shown to be more able than monolinguals to ignore the meaning and agree that the second sentence is correct but the two groups are equivalent in determining which of a set of meaningful sentences contain grammatical errors. Besides metalinguistic ability, Bialystok &Codd (1997) also found that biilingual children age between 4 and 5 years old outperform in the task base on the task of quantity than monolinguals. And Bialystok &Martin (2004) have shown that it is easier for bilingual children to solve problems either print or numerical quantities[13].

As far as Baker concerns, bilingual children do not always present advantages over monolinguals. At the threshold level, bilinguals and monolinguals have no difference in cognitive effect. Even when children at a low level of competence in both language, there may be negative effect. At the middle level, which children are competent in one of their language, but not the second language, some of them show quite little difference in thinking comparing with monolinguals. As far as children develop both of two or more languages well at the top level, there will be obvious thinking advantages over monolinguals. Cummins (1976) also emphasizes that the level of bilingual competency should be taken into account as an intervening variable in mediating the effects of their bilingual experiences on cognition[14].

What are the advantages of becoming bilinguals?

Baker lists a series of advantages of becoming bilinguals in his book, which are realistic and reasonable as far as I am concerned. Becoming bilinguals affect not only the school life, but also the life in a long run. As Baker mentioned, there are educational, social, economic, cultural and political consequences. 

Becoming bilingual will stimulate the parent-child relationship. Because parents can speak which language they prefer to their kids. For any one of the parents who can speak in their first language may better express what they want, what they feel and what the tradition their own family have. As for children, there’s no obstacle for children to communicate with their grandparents.

Becoming bilingual will be helpful to expand one’s community. Bilinguals have more chance to know people from different communities or countries. For my personal experience, I can speak Chinese mandarin, language from zhuang ethnic minority and English. I can visit countries neighbor southeast of China of whose language pronunciation is similar to language from zhuang ethnic minority or  English speaking countries without language barrier.

Becoming bilingual can also build the bridge between cultures. Bilinguals have the access to literature in two languages, so that they can better understand different custom, tradition,  even music or fine arts works.

Becoming bilingual could raise self-esteem and enhance national pride. Bilinguals could have more opportunities to promote essence of national culture from their own to a variety group of people.  

What parents concern the most is the curriculum advantages. Children with competency in two or more languages will be able to read more newspaper, magazines or academic article in different languages, which meanwhile will broaden their horizon and facilitate  learning of literature. The positive effect on thinking (more creative, divergent or flexible) is also beneficial to subject such as mathematics, physics and chemistry.

Besides, the potential economic advantages  of being bilingual also sounds exciting and realistic. A person who knows more languages may have more option for future jobs. He or she may trade  with international partner, acquire the first hand global information, and do business across nations. 

Advice for parents

Until now parents may curious about how to become bilingual? Here are some advice for you.

Continuous encouragement from parents is needed. As Baker has written in his book “The child has learned that bilingualism is associated with pressure, anxiety and constant correction”, when the kids feel not so confident to speak a language from minority group in front of population from larger community, the company and encouraged word from parent will highly motivate children. At the same time, encourage child to use both two language as frequently as possible. As parents, you may insist on communicating with child in your target language, and always correct the language the child use on daily basis.

If one of the parent can speak a second language fluently, do apply the Grammont Formula: one parent, one language. There are  a great deal of findings support OPOL, where one parent speaks one language to the child, the other parent speaks another, the child may learn both languages at the same time. However, it require quite a high level of parent’ language proficiency. If neither a parent speak a second language, or can not use a second language so well, there are possibilities to raise bilinguals. If family finance is possible, hire a babysitter with second language experience. Acquire a second language outside the home is another route to become bilinguals. Children can attend nursery school or play with friends with second language occasionally.

For those parents who keen to raise bilingual children can also learn a second language on their own. There are many parents in China successfully raise bilingual child by learning English by themselves. A case study by a Chinse mother who move away TV from the birth of her baby to inhibit the input of Chinese cartoon and TV programs, and replace by slip of notes and papers pate on the wall of daily conversation and English videos, books, posters and comics. The relatively simple conversational skills acquired from birth can boost both parents’ and children’s bilingual proficiency.

Parents can provide literacy environment. There is no doubt that child needs to grow from listening and speaking. Whereas, if it can’t be in that setting, a second language learning can be promoted by reading and writing. Parents can provide stimulating material such as books,newspaper and magazines. Parent accompany  or encourage child to read and write also can facilitate the development of bilingualism.
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