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                                                                                        2 Bilingualism and sociolinguistics

                                                                2.1 Distinction between simultaneous and successive bilingualism

                                
                    To better understand the nature of becoming a bilingual, the distinction of simultaneous and 
 successive  bilingualism  should  be  made.  According  to  Baker  (2006:  97),  simultaneous 
 childhood bilingualism refers to a child who starts to acquire two languages from birth by 
 constantly  being  exposed  to  both  languages  from  parents.  To  successfully  acquire  two 
 languages from birth, infants need to be able to “(a) differentiate between the two languages 
 and (b) effectively store the two languages for both understanding (input) and production 
 (output). Research suggests infants have these capacities and thus infant bilingualism is very 
 viable” (Baker 2006: 98).  


Applying  the  term  “simultaneous  acquisition  of  languages”  McLaughlin  (1978:  73) 
emphasizes the age of acquisition to mean child’s being introduced to two languages before 
his  or  her  third  birthday  and  using  the  term “successive  acquisition  of  languages”  to 
situations when this characteristic is not the case. It is worthwhile to mention that both types, 
i.e.  children  –  who  acquire  two  languages  simultaneously  and  who  acquire  them 


successively,  can  become  competent  bilinguals,  and  thus  simultaneous  acquisition  of 
 languages is not necessarily superior to successive acquisition (McLaughlin, 1978: 73).  


Nevertheless, according to Padilla and Lindholm (1984), the “third birthday” criterion may 
 be regarded as an arbitrary one since the empirical evidence showing acquisition patterns to 
 children growing up with two languages from birth may display similar acquisition patterns 
 to, say, children who have been exposed to a second language at the age of one. Padilla and 
 Lindholm (1984: 376-377) propose the term “simultaneous acquisition of two languages” 


referring to children who have been exposed to two languages from birth. Any other cases 
 are regarded as examples of “consecutive” or “successive” acquisition. McLaughlin (1978: 


99) shares this viewpoint and considers the introduction of a second language before the age 
 of three to be simultaneous, whereas after that age to be successive.  


Successive bilingualism refers to the cases when a child learns a second language after their 
 first language is established. For instance, children become bilingual because their parents 
 move to another country and find themselves speaking one language at home and the other 
 outside it (Grosjean 1982: 191). 


By contrast, Arnberg (1987: 66) finds the practice of defining the age of three as a cutoff 
point for simultaneous and successive bilingualism to be quite vague and suggests paying 
more  attention  to  external  factors  such  as  how  the  environment  favors  acquiring  and 
maintaining  two  languages  rather  than  looking  closely  when  a  second  language  is 
introduced.  Still, she admits that there is a difference between introducing a language, say, 
at the age of four and at the age of ten. She reinforces her argument by providing the classic 
example in the field of early childhood bilingualism (ibid. 67) This study  was  carried  out 
by  Professor  Werner  Leopold,  who  described  the  language  development  of  his  
German-English-speaking daughter Hildegard. Hildegard’s bilingual development demonstrates the 
common pattern most children undergo: during  the first  two  years of her life her speech 
production could be characterized as a combination of two languages in a single system, but 


as  soon  as  she  turned  three,  she  started  to  differentiate  between  the  languages.  Arnberg 
 (1987: 67), however, considers the environment the child grows in to be the main criterion 
 for  describing  the  process  of  simultaneous  bilingual  development;  the  case  of  Hildegard 
 shows how strongly her bilingual development was brought about changes in the bilingual 
 input she was exposed to.  


De Houwer (1990: 3) avoids using the term “simultaneous” acquisition in the view of putting 
 some  clarity  to  the  phenomenon,  proposing  to  use  Meisel’s (1994)  term  Bilingual  First 
 Language  Acquisition  (BFLA),  emphasizing  the  regularity  of  language  use  the  child  is 
 exposed to, in other words, the child being addressed in both languages mostly every day, 
 and the simultaneity of initial exposure to two languages. 


Considering the issue of the pattern of development in bilingual and monolingual children, 
 most  scholars  (Arnberg  1987;  Padilla  and  Lindholm  1984;  Grosjean  2010;  McLaughlin 
 1978;  Nenonen  2012)  agree  that the  development  of  both  child’s  languages  follows  the 
 pattern of monolingual children’s development.  


Arnberg (1987: 67-68) suggests that although the pattern of bilingual development in the 
 child’s two languages is similar to that of the monolingual child, the rate of development is 
 not necessarily the case. That happens because the environment of the bilingual child may 
 favor one language over another. In such a case, one of the languages developes slower than 
 the same language acquired as a first language by monolingual children. As a consequence, 
 the  stronger  language  may  influence  the  weaker  one.  Alongside  these  challenges, 
 simultaneously bilingual children have to learn to separate the two languages and “to assign 
 various words to each of the two language systems” (ibid. 68). 


Such scholars as Padilla and Lindholm (1984: 385) and Grosjean (2010: 180) consider that 
despite possible variability in the rate of language acquisition among simultaneous bilingual 
children, they show no difference with monolingual children, and state that the development 
of  two  vocabularies  in  bilingual  children  seems  to  follow  the  rate  and  pattern  found  in 


monolingual  children.  Grosjean  (ibid.  180)  provides  an  example  of  children  who  were 
 exposed 60 to 65 per cent of time in one language and 35 to 45 per cent in the other. This 
 difference was related to the unequal  development  of vocabularies in  the two languages. 


However, the children experienced a “lexical spurt”, a sudden growth of vocabulary that 
 occurs  either  interchangeably,  or  when  both  languages  are  developing  simultaneously.    


What  is  more,  Padilla  and  Lindholm  (1984:  381)  show  in  the  research  illustrating  the 
 comparisons of English monolinguals with English-preferring bilinguals that the bilinguals 
 even  performed  better  than  the  English  monolinguals,  although  the  difference  was  not 
 significant.  


McLaughlin  (1978:  91-92) notes that the process of bilingual  acquisition is  basically the 
 same for the bilingual child and the monolingual child, suggesting that “the bilingual child 
 has the additional task of distinguishing the two language systems, but there is no evidence 
 that this requires special language processing devices”. 


When analyzing the consecutive and simultaneous kinds of bilingualism Chirsheva (2012: 


54-55)  applies  the  terms  receptive  passive  and  productive  active  bilingualism.  When  the 
 child is exposed to two languages consecutively, the child at the beginning shows signs of 
 receptive passive bilingualism, which may turn to active productive form of bilingualism. In 
 case simultaneous bilingual exposure takes place, a one-year-old child starts to understand 
 both languages but does not react on them verbally, thus shows receptive competence of the 
 languages. Reaching the age of two, the child starts to behave as a productive bilingual since 
 he/she is able to reproduce speech in both languages as well as create own phrases.  


According to MacLeod et. al (2012: 132), even though simultaneous bilingual children are 
exposed to a more diverse set of linguistic structures than monolingual children, research 
conducted so far shows that many bilingual children meet the challenge and can develop 
linguistic systems that are similar to monolingual peers at least in one language or in both 
languages.  Nenonen  (2012:  42)  suggests  that  despite  inevitable  insufficient  quality  and 


quantity of the input, the bilingual child develops linguistic competences, which as a whole 
 are greater than those of a monolingual child.   


In this thesis I use the term “simultaneous childhood bilingualism” applying it to the case of 
childhood  bilingualism  which  started  to  develop  from  early  infancy.  I  consider  that 
simultaneous bilingualism is characterized by the introduction of a second language before 
the child is able to produce words in a first language. Consequently, bilingualism may be 
considered to be simultaneous if exposure to a second language starts not later the child turns 
one year old.   
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