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Historically, bilingualism has been linked to such undesirable terms as 
“mental retardation” and “mental confusion”. Much of this early research 
used unreliable methods to test if bilingualism affects intelligence, at times 
influenced by eugenics theories. This early research coined the term 
“Bilingual Problem”, yet the supposed problem of bilingualism was later 
found to be the result of poor control for confounding variables (e.g. 
socio-economic background) and inappropriate choices of intelligence 
tests to compare bilinguals and monolinguals. These days, we know that 
the ability to speak more than one language has no negative effects on 
intelligence—in fact, it appears to enhance executive functioning. But 
does it really? Recent research suggests that findings that point towards an 
executive functioning advantage for bilinguals have been as much affected 
by poor control of confounding variables and sub-optimal use of available 
tests as early research on intelligence. In fact, there is strong evidence to 
suggest that there is no difference between bilinguals and monolinguals 
after all. Are we reluctant to let go of the idea of a bilingual advantage 
because of the history of research on the effects of bilingualism on non-
linguistic cognition?

Milton Keynes, UK� Jennifer Mattschey
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