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The collection Trends in Bilingual Acquisition is the first volume in the new series 'Trends in Language Acquisition Research', an official publication of the International Association for the Study of Child Language (IASCL).  The first volume is devoted to what was the central theme of the 1999 IASCL Congress in San Sebastian.  The book consists of nine chapters based on contributions to that conference, with a final discussion chapter by Brian MacWhinney.


The aim of the book was to provide a thorough coverage of the current state of research on bilingual acquisition.  The nine chapters represent three different tradition in the field.  The first approach is that of the infancy researcher who uses bilingualism as a means of exploring the young speakers' perceptual, motor, and cognitive capacities.  The second approach represents the sociolinguistic viewpoint, focussing on the child's mastery of language selection, language mixing, and switching between languages, according to the requirements and parameters of the social situation.  The third represents the psycholinguistic viewpoint, concerned with the issues of processing and storage, e.g., how a young bilingual speaker keeps the two languages and their formal rules stored separately in their internal language processor.


The major issue on which most contributors touch is that of language differentiation.  All agree - pace Volterra & Taeschner -- that children do not start with a single undifferentiated language.  In the infancy researchers tradition, it seems unlikely that a bilingual infant would operate with an undifferentiated auditory system.  In their chapter, Bosch and Sebastian-Galles demonstrate a high degree of auditory differentiation between languages already at the start of life.  Pouline-Dubois and Goodz show that auditory differentiation in bilingual babies exists also in babbling, despite lack of clear language-based choice when babbling in the presence of a French- or an English-speaking parent.  They report on a clear preference of infants for the syllable timing of French which they take as the dominant model for their babbling.



A similar point is made by Nicoladis in her chapter regarding early segmentation and word learning.  She shows that a bilingual child acquiring Portuguese and English tended in both languages to prefer to learn nouns over verbs, regardless of their respective sentence positions which was more clearly a final position for nouns in English.  This should have favored nouns in English but not in Portuguese; however, the child overcame the positioning difference, apparently due to a strong tendency to learn nouns whatever their position.  We might say that the child learned to segment each of his two languages according to the language's own pattern, going for the type of vocabulary item best suited to his current linguistic system.

  In the sociolinguistic tradition, the chapters by Lanza and by Comeau and Genesee argue that socialization of the bilingual occurs in an interactive discourse process.  The child and the parents co-construct a bi-lingual language environment, supporting language differentiation as well as code switching and mixing.  However, this task is much more difficult for a child raised in a trilingual environment, as Quay's chapter demonstrates.


In the psycholinguistic tradition, language differentiation is still something of a puzzle.  In the chapter by Meisel, it is shown convincingly that children use language-specific patterns in early multiword utterances.  However, the presence of cross-language influences on syntax is more difficult to absorb into a model of exclusive language differentiation.  Meisel who is committed to a nativist parameter-setting approach, sees the bilingual acquisition data as supporting the nativist view and does not accept most of the cross-linguistic influence data for some reason or another.  Furthermore, he sees the data even supporting a strong version of the Universal Grammar hypothesis in which all values of a parameter remain accessible for setting even after their value is set in one particular language.  Other chapters are more empiricist in their orientation, and find morphosyntactic differentiation a less problematic approach to embrace.  Serratrice in her chapter on verbal morphology finds the 'Separate Development Hypothesis' quite convincing.  She emphasizes the item-based nature of early development, with heavily used 'pathbreaking verbs' playing a leading role also in the development of Italian inflection.


Almgren and Idiazabal also support the language-specific, input-driven nature of early grammar.  Their study deals with the development of Spanish and Basque verb morphology marking tense and aspect.  Their chapter also shows that the statistical nature of the input a bilingual child is exposed to may be different from the regular monolingual input of the relevant languages.


MacWhinney in his closing chapter emphasizes that bilinguals help illuminate core processes in language learning.  He thinks that work on bilingualism will move in new directions, one of the more important among them being the use of child bilingualism as a testing ground of theories on monolingual development.


I agree completely with MacWhinney and moreover, I feel that the future is already here.  It is difficult to draw clear boundaries between the study of monolingual acquisition and that of bilingual development.  


As the pivotal example, let us take the issue of language differentiation which figures so prominently in the present collection.  Most of the chapters, and in particular those of Meisel and of Serratrice, exemplify the inter-penetration of this issue and that of one of the central concerns of monolingual theorizing: the tension between separate storage and mutual influence.  At the level of two or more languages being acquired simultaneously, the issue is phrased in terms of the complete grammatical system.  In terms of a single language, the issue is phrased in terms of the insularity of individual item-based rules of grammar.


In the present collection, Meisel, for instance, demonstrates a great deal of ambivalence around the question, how can the evidence show that two different languages are stored separately when, at the same time, some other evidence shows that they do influence each other at acquisition.  He assumes that the two are mutually incompatible: differentiation cannot co-exist with non-autonomous systems.  A close examination of his argumentation reveals a series of distinctions which he sees as very important theoretically but which might turn out to be insupportable in the long run.  He contrasts interdependence vs. influence; a relief strategy vs. grammar construction; systemic influence vs. sub-systemic one; cross-linguistic influences in bilingual vs. in L2 acquisition and so forth.  Most fundamentally, he makes an implicit distinction not even discussed in his chapter, that between cross-linguistic and intra-linguistic interactive processes.


However, it is quite likely that all the above processes are simply members of a larger family of transfer phenomena, existing among items all of which are stored separately.  There is no inherent or logical incompatibility between autonomous storage and mutual influence.  On the contrary: it is perfectly possible that separate storage and item-specific learning are preconditions for analogy-based processes.  The claim is that a similarity-driven transfer process operates throughout language acquisition, facilitating, or sometimes interfering with new learning.  The same processes operate in the context of monolingual acquisition, between different item-based grammatical rules, and in the context of bilingual acquisition, between rules belonging to the grammar of the two different languages.  There are in most probability a variety of factors influencing the strength of the transfer process at any particular moment, and Meisel might be completely correct that whenever there is lack of firm mastery, there will be more transfer than otherwise.  In addition, it is very possible that children's analogy-making skill improves with cognitive development (Brown & Kane, 1988) and there is more transfer for older children than before.


The role of transfer, similarity and analogy in adult cognition and learning is well-described in such publications as Singley & Anderson (1989).  As yet, children's ability to engage in analogy-making and transfer in developing grammar has not been a target of much research, but certainly the subject is gaining momentum (e.g., Fisher, 1996; Gentner & Markman, 1997; Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 1996; Ninio, 2003).  


In this matter, the collection is already a bit out of date.  Serratrice mentions in her chapter some claims according to which young children before the age of 3 cannot move away from verb-specific and construction-specific usage (p.68).  In the 2002 IASCL/SRCLD conference in Madison, several experimental and naturalistic studies demonstrated considerable inter-item transfer and facilitation in monolingual children's earliest syntactic system (e.g., Abbot-Smith, Lieven & Tomasello, 2002; Kiekhoefer, 2002; McClure & Pine, 2002).  My feeling is that the field of bilingual acquisition will soon follow suit and embrace the concept of transfer in its theorizing about how children learn simultaneously more than one language.
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