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The prohlem of bilingualism is socially impor-
tant for obvious reasons.. Even if relatively

stringent definitions of language ability were

" employed, probably a majority of the world’s
population would be considered bilingual. -
;" they acquired their languages, perform dif-

Further, with increasing immigration, -signifi-
cant proportions of students in schools are
coming from language backgrounds other than
that of the majority culture. One study predicts
that by the year 2000, one in three students in

Western Europe will be of immigrant back- -
~ground; and in the United States there are

currently a conservatively estimated 4.5 mil-

lion students with language minority back--
- the first sentence of her book, “It would cer-
tainly be odd to encounter a book with the title

grounds. In addition to its social importance,
bilingualism raises fundamental questions ab-
out- the relatlonshlp between language, mind .
and culture. These issues, such as the role of
language in cognition or in the development of
social identity, are not unique to bilinguals but
they become prommently drsplayed in blhng-

. ual individuals.

Both Suzanne Romaine’s lemgualzsm and

- Josiane Hamers and Michel Blanc’s Bilingual-

ity and Bilingualism ate intended to be surveys

of the subject and are very similar in scope. As
is. now standard in the field, they distinguish'-

bétween a bilingual individual and a bilingual

© community (whlch in‘the extreme case might:-

consist ‘of two" groups of ‘monolingual indi-

* viduals). The discussion of the bilingual.indi- =
. vidual draws primarily from the literature in

lmgurstrcs “’cognitive “;:psychology, * lsocral

- psychology, and neurolinguistics, while that on -

blhngual societies draws from sociology poli-’

The research contained i .in these volumes 1

: full of drchotomles and taxonomies, many of
_which, as’ Hamers and Blanc “point oiit, ‘ma

,querade as theories.-An 1mportant ‘distinctio

eethnic one. In other cases, it does have pres- .
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- . in Canada may send their chlldren to “jmmer- ;

sion” programmes in French. This is the “addi-
tive” variety of bilingualism, so-called because
there is no threat to the status of the first
language and the second language comes to
. enrich the first. -

" A less successful drstmctlon is the classmal
one between “compound” and “co-ordinate”.
bilinguals.. “Compound”™ bilinguals are those

1

- “whose cognitive organization of the two lan-

guages is essentially fused together, because

they have learned both languages in the same

environment, such as a bilingual home. “Co-
ordinate™ bilinguals separate the two language
systems functionally as the .result of having
learned them in different contexts. This dis--

. tinction has led to a string of studies attempting
* tosee whether these two types of bilinguals, as.

distinguished by their ‘own accounts of how

ferently in cognitive tasks.:In.a nutshell, they
do not, although this line of research has led to
other exciting avenues of research ~ a story all
too familiar to those who try to discover dlffer-"-
.ences in cognitive organization. ’
Another salient theme in the study of brhng—

- ualism is its constant encounter with societal

norms and values. As Romaine points out in:

Monolingualism.” She shows’ that” monolmg-
ualism is the norm not only of the mainstream

- society in which she and many other fesear- ;

chers operate, but also of the paradlgms that

- théy use. True to the trad|tron of sociolinguis- 11
|

tics to which she. belongs,“she .rejects the.

- rationalist pursurt of knowledge of the ideal- "
_ized (monolingual) speaker~hearer of a lan- .
guage, and marvels at_.the beaity “of the -

variability in language behaviour found across.
different social groups and different conversa-
tional settmgs -Consider, for_example, the
" quintessentially bilingual behavrour known as:

... code-switching, exemplified in the. followmgx1

~ sentence from a Panjabi/English bllmgual in
; seven-hours t€ school.de
" vic spend karde n _they are speakmg Enghsh

* all the time” (meahing: “Because’they spend |
‘.5“‘ or seven hours aday’ _at school they are”

onohngual stan-
~dardsare not appropnate in )udgmg such utter- :
-ences, even if monohngual socretles would hkc
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to label then as “devrant
A powerful example of the extent to whnch

our own values and expectations shape re-

search in bilingualism can be found in the liter-
ature on the effect of bilingualism on mental
development.. There was speculation earlier
this century that it could have a negative con-
sequence on development and even result in
mental retardation, and a tradition of research
developed in which scores of bilinguals were

_measured by standardized intelligence tests

administered in the ma]onty language Eng-
lish.
When the obvious and predlctable results

- were obtained - bilinguals performed at levels .

considerably below. the average for monoling-
ual English speakers - they were taken to sup-

port the view-that bilingualism affected the .

development of intelligence negatively,.and

linguistic ‘minorities were recommended to :
abandon their own language in favour of the’

mainstream one. Since this research was con-
ducted in the midst of an active social debate in
the United States concerning the “America-

nization” of immigrants, the social expecta- -

tions that led to such a result are hardly surpris-
ing. By contrast, once technical improvements
were made in methods of research, and espe-
cially once bilinguals from socially prestigious
groups were investigated, it was found that
bilingualism can have positive effects on va-
rious aspects of mental and language develop—
ment. :

Speculation about’ Ianguage and issues re-
lated to it (culture, ethnicity, education) is not

~ the exclusive franchise of academics; indeed,

they are popular topics of conversation among
people on the street, so there is a considerable

- tole for the student of bilingualism as a de-

bunker of myths. This is especially true in the

area of bilingual education. One false belief, -

for example, isthat young children cannot easi-

ly handle two languages; and that immigrant -
-students should .therefore -be - taught im- .
medlately and exclusively in the majority lan- -

guage. However, research on second language

acquisition is relatively unambiguous about the

* fact that the two languages do not ‘interfere
with each other. In the case of minority stu- .
_dents, both these books strongly recommend
<'the development of strong language skills in | -

the native language before introducing the.
majority_tongue. ‘Yet another wrong idea is

. that youn"g"children pick ’up'a second language

- much help. The evidence is quite strong that,

especially for academic uses of the second. lan-

-.guage, it takes qurte a long trme especrally forg
=.younger children.”

-Hamers ‘and Bl echo the‘frustratlon f.

bllmguallsm hat
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policy-makers rarely pay attention to their
findings (except when these support their poli-
tically based conclusions). Perhaps mercifully,
both books leave out the role of evaluation
studies of the effectiveness of bilingual educa-
tion programmes, such as those that have been
conducted in the United States. Such evalua-
tions are highly politicized and have generated
little reliable information. Their quality of re-
search is low, and needs to be strengthened if it
is to inform ‘policy. But, as researchers who
have ventured to influence social policy rapidly
discover, it is not sufficient to send copies of
research articles or books to policy- makers

active involvement in the polmcal process IS )

- what is needed. ' .
Although .both these books cover sumlar

ground, the authors have different perspec- -

tives. The strengths of Romaine’s book are on

the sociolinguistic_and. psycholinguistic side. ..

She also writes engagingly and provides many

illustrations from her own research among va-.
" rious ethnic communities in Britain. She advo- -

cates the maintenance of bilingualism on the
grounds that “Languages should be thought of
as natural resources, ‘which can either be
squandered or protected. Like endangered
species, languages under threat can die, unless
they are protected.” She is also outspoken. (as
she should be) about the notion of “proper
English™. Shortly after her appointment to a
Merton professorship in Oxford, she writes
that “an article appeared in a right-wing news-
paper arguing that the University of Oxford
was acting irresponsibly in allowing a person
such as myself (a foreigner), who had engaged
in research on non-standard English and the
languages of ethnic minority groups in Britain,
to occupy a chair which should, in their view,

have been devoted to upholding ‘good stan--

dards’ in English (ie British English)™.

The book by Hamers and Blanc is strongerin
the areas of social, psychological and cognitive:
- models of bilingualism, although its high quall-

ty is evident throughout. It is also less personal ..

than Romaine’s book. One cqmplamt_ isthatit . -
- has been .updated: from .the French_original ;
(published in 1983), but the references still rely

heavily on the older bibliography. .

As for the prospects for the future of the a
study of brlmguahsm I agree wrth Hamersand -

Blanc that its fate hangs'on the extent to which

..a strong theory can be developed to take it -
‘~beyond mere .taxonomies -of :bilinguals and -
bilingual settings. I continue to hope thatthese ;

books will not be the last to attempt to capture
he “big: plcture“ but my suspicion is that . spe-
cialization is going to break the subject up so
-that the b|g question of how the bllmgual md'

lude'empmcal mqurry
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