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Does Early Bilingualism Delay the Lexical Development of Both
Languages in Bilingual Infants and Toddlers Compared to Monolinguals?
-Discussion in the Global Standard Based on Review of the Current Studies-
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[Abstract]

The belief that learning two languages from early childhood causes incomplete lexical development in
both languages has become, -more or less, a common opinion in Japan. This paper will review the
early research that supported this belief and will analyze how this position is academically unfounded.
With the aid of more recent research, which has revised the methods of evaluating the bilingual’s
vocabulary size and changed the standard with which bilinguals and monolinguals are compared, this
paper will show that the lexical development for bilinguals (those who use two languages) are equal to
or even surpass monolinguals (those who use one language). This review paper concludes that
learning English from early childhood does not delay the lexical development of Japanese, -and
discusses that Japanese parents do not need to become excessively worried simply based on
academically unfounded information and should not give up but be more actively focus on the early
bilingual education for their children.
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Table 1. Historical Review of Studies in Bilingualism

Negative v1ews of
bili li i

(Balance Effect Theory)
This is the theory that bilinguals have

defi
def

'widespread.

in their linguistic ability in both
languages because the human brain does not
have the capacity to hold more than one
language. Some researchers claimed that
acquisition of two languages overloads the
brain and causes weak cognitive development
low hi , and i
disorders. However, there are very few
empirical studies that prove this theory.

acl

'World War I (1914-1918)
Nanonallsm in Germany

R hers infl d by the

that the German people and culture were
superior compared to others, viewed bilinguals
negatively due to their linguistic diversity.

ic idea

World War 1T (1939-1945)

Immigrant Assimilation in the U.S.

Many refugees moved to the U.S. after the war
from various countries. The U.S. government
used English as a means to uniting people from
different ethnic backgrounds. Due to a long
lasting anti-immigrant sentiment, many
immigrants were under social pressure to

by only speaking English and were
encouraged to ignore their mother tongue.

4 Examples of Social Background of 3
feed Studies in Bilinguali Studies in Bilinguali L5y
1920s-1960s Separate Underlying Proficiency Model Bilinguals during this era were considered as "immigrants,"

"inferior," and "poor." Bilinguals who participated in
studies were of lower socioeconomic status.

The following are les of i ¢ research
conducted during this period:

had.

- Many research subjects were bilinguals who prioritized
acquiring English as a second language, sacrificing their
'mother tongue. This led to research results that supported
the "Balance Effect Theory".

- The diversity of each bilingual subject was not taken into
consideration when analyzing the study results; which
include, proficiency level of each language, socioeconomic
status, the children's level of cognitive development,
whether their first language was the majority language in
the society or not, etc.

- Generally, the tests/tasks were conducted in the bilinguals'
weaker language.

- The researchers did not have a well-rounded
understanding of various aspects of linguistics and
cognitive functions.

- Many of the researches in the field of linguistics and
forelgn language education were concerned with studying

1s and many r hers had a limited
understanding on the reality of bilinguals.

1970s-1980s

Advantages of
bilingualism begin to
emerge

Common Underlying Proficiency Model
(Iceberg Theory)

The theory that two languages which appear to
be different, (i.e. phonology and morphology),
share a common underlying processing system
in the bilingual's brain, such as, cognitive
functions or school

fi hi . This theory
was suggested by Cummins and has been
supported by many empirical studies based on
different languages and environments around
the world.

Immersion bilingual education started in
Canada (1967)

Canada, which has two official languages
(English and French), began to invest in
bilingual education, so that the children would
have the opportunity to acquire both languages
with a high level of proficiency through dual

1 i ion. These educati

mainly targeted Canadians who's first 1

Many researchers started to recognize that bilinguals and
1i Is have different linguistic systems and they re-

examined their research methods. They changed the way
they evaluated the bilingual's linguistic abilities and how to
accurately compare bilinguals with monolinguals. The
impression towards bllmguals began to change as well,
with i providing
oppommnty for research among bilinguals from different
mic bacl ds. As a result, bilinguals have

was English, which is the majority language in
the country.

Economic crisis in Europe (1970s)

: Increasing necessity for foreign language
education

The importance of early bilingual education
started to be emphasized in European countries
due to the necessity of political and economic
integration increased.

been perceived as important resources in many countries.

1990s

Positive views on
bilingualism becomes

1 1T, 3 3 H T
D Interdep Hyp

The spread of multilingualism and

This is the theory that two 1 in the
bilingual brain relate to each other at the
cognitive level. For communication that

alism after
the establishment of the EU
EU countries recognized their linguistic and

As immersion education expanded, researchers at that time,
Ily those in Canada such as Cummins and Lambert,

conmbuted to further research about bilingual education
that doesn't call for children to sacrifice their mother

Empirical research
began to show benefits
of bilingualism

This theory states that when one of the
languages of the bilingual is used
(comprehension and production) the other

techniques
Development and practical application of some
new teclmologles, such as fMRI (Functional

language is also activated in the bili I's
brain. Some recent studies have found that
1

M: R Imaging) and NIRS (Near
Infrared Spectroscopy) etc., has bmught forth

bilinguals have ad over Ir 1i

not only in their linguistic ability but also in
their general cognitive ability. This is
considered to be the result of their continuous
experience of cognitive control over the two
languages activated at the same time to select
the right language in a particular situation.

great p These no:
make it possible for researchers to investigate
the brain of healthy individuals as well as
infants.

ve

mainstream. requires cognitive competence at a higher level|cultural diversity as an important resource, thus |tongue, along with research dealing with the cognitive
such as; reading comprehension, logical research in the field of bilingualism and development of the children participating in these bilingual
thinking, organizing and summarizing multilingualism grew rapidly. The push for education programs.
thoughts, and academic knowledge; the countries to invest in education to assist in Due to the new policies about multilingualism in Europe,
bilingual is likely to be proficient in the second |acquiring two languages from early childhood. |the value of bilinguals were enhanced. Research began to
language as well. In 1994, the CLIL(Content and Language include bilinguals with higher socioeconomic statuses. This

Integrated Learning) curriculum was introduced|is one of the reasons why bilinguals were considered more

Counter Balance Model in schools to use foreign languages to teach capable without cognitive or academic deficits compared to
The theory that posits "Ethnologistic Vitality," |certain subjects. monolinguals.
which suggests that the bilinguals language Funhermore the spread of CLIL around the world
ability depends on the number of the di that many hers did not believe
language's heard in their environment and the bllmguallsm had a negative effect on children's cognitive
socioeconomic or cultural significance of the or ic performances.
languages, among other determinants.

After 2000s Bilingual Interactive Activation Model Development of functional brain imaging Research that studies the brain function and activity of

bilinguals with fMRI grew rapidly from the late 1990s.
New fields of study, such as psycholinguistics and
neurolinguistics which try to understand the cognitive and
neural system of bilinguals by experiment, emerged in the
study of bilingualism and has shown the benefits of
bilingualism to be more convincing.

Recently, researchers from different academic fields have
started to cooperate or conduct collaborative research more
often. This trend shows that bilingualism needs to be
studied with more diverse pomts of v1ew unlike the era
when the 1 hers d the d of
bilinguals by comparing only one aspect of thelr abilities
with monolinguals.
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