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1. Introduction 

Perhaps it is not customary to start the article with the justification of its title, but we 

think that our title needs some unveiling. At first sight it may look as if we have wanted to 

suggest possible detrimental effects of bilingualism on children’s overall linguistic 

development, but this certainly was not our intention. Our personal belief, corroborated by 

the three decades of research (Lambert & Tucker, 1972; Genesee, Tucker & Lambert, 1975; 

Hakuta, 1986; Galambos & Hakuta, 1988; Bialystok, 1991; Yelland, Pollard & Mercury, 

1993; and more recently Bialystok & Majumder, 1998; Bialystok, 2001), to name just a 

few) and by our case study, is that bilingualism, if approached in the appropriate way, has 

either neutral or positive effects on children’s linguistic, cognitive and emotional 

development (for an overview of the pro and cons early bilingualism debate see also 

Romaine, 1995: 107-119; Hamers & Blanc, 2000: 84-100; Steinberg, Nagata & Aline, 

2001: 219-228). The negative effect, if observed, is almost always linked to one, or both, of 

the following factors (Cummins, 2000; Baker, 2000): 

• children’s deprived socio-economic status (bilingual children often have 

immigrant or refugee status in the host country) which often affects their 

linguistic and cognitive abilities, and  

• negative attitude of the children’s immediate environment, especially the 

educational environment, towards bilinguals’ first language and culture. The 

latter fact forces bilingual children to deal with school requirements through 

their weaker language and prevents them from exploiting linguistic and 

cognitive abilities developed in their first language. This often leads to the 
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failure in school and possible long lasting negative cognitive effects, which 

further affects children’s feeling of identity and lowers their self-esteem. 

However, when choosing the above title, we wanted to point at one feature of the 

bilingual development that, in the swinging of the pendulum towards the positive effects of 

bilingualism, might have been somewhat overlooked in the past decade or two. It seems 

that the acquisition of a second language, even if happening in a positive and supportive 

environment, is neither easy nor easily acceptable by children who already have an 

established first language system and can successfully function within it (for one poignant 

example see Saville-Troike, 1988). 

On the pages that follow we are going to present several aspects of Croatian-English 

successive bilingual development in a three-year-old boy. We will mostly focus on the 

affective and cognitive (metalinguistic) aspects of the boy’s bilingualism and follow their 

development in relation to the development of the child’s bilingual proficiency. Our aim is 

to obtain tentative guidelines on how to approach the development of individual childhood 

bilingualism and early bilingual education. 

 

2. Description of the study 

The study we are going to present here is part of a comprehensive 18-month long 

case study that investigates the development of successive Croatian (L1)–English (L2) 

bilingualism. The subject of our research is a boy aged 2 years 10 months at the beginning 

of the study, and 4 years 4 months at the end of the study. The boy was born in Croatia and 

he acquired Croatian as his first language, both parents being native speakers of Croatian. 

His intensive bilingual development started when the family moved to Ireland for a period 

of 18 months. During the mentioned period the child progressed from almost exclusive 

monolingualism to balanced and proficient bilingualism. 

The data about the subject’s bilingual development consist of a diary kept by the 

boy’s mother (who is also the author of this paper) and weekly audiorecordings of the boy’s 

verbal interactions. 

The diary entries, written daily by the mother, consist of the following: 
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• mother’s observations about the boy’s linguistic, metalinguistic, cognitive, 
social and emotional development, as well as occasional comments and 
observations made by other people who came into regular contact with the boy 
(e.g., those of the boy’s pre-school teachers); 

• selection2 of the boy’s utterances and short dialogues between the boy and his 
parents; 

• a detailed record of the contexts and the amount of exposure to each of the two 
languages. 

The audio recordings were made in four types of contexts:  

• at home with the parents where the dominant language was Croatian although, 
as the boy’s bilingual development progressed, the language context became 
increasingly bilingual; 

• at home when other native speakers of English or Croatian were visiting and 
when the dominant language depended on the visitors’ first language; 

• in the pre-school group where the language context was exclusively English; 
• during visits to the boy’s grandparents in Croatia where the language context 

was predominantly Croatian. 

We believe that the data collected in these different communicative settings offer a 

reliable and comprehensive picture of the language the boy was using during the observed 

period. Our discussion will be based on the descriptive analysis of both sets of data. 

 

3. Data and discussion 

We have decided to present the development of the aspects of the boy’s bilingual 

competence we are interested in through several stages. Each stage coincides either with the 

subject’s life in Ireland or his visits to Croatia. Since the change in the linguistic and 

extralinguistic context the boy was dominantly exposed to was almost immediately 

reflected in the boy’s bilingual performance, each mentioned stage actually presents a 

qualitatively different picture of the boy’s linguistic and communicative competence in his 

two languages. 

 

                                                           
2 There were two principles of selection: the novelty (in linguistic and metalinguistic terms) of the boy’s 
utterance and the sheer psycho-physical limitation of what can be recorded in written while, at the same time, 
interacting with the boy.  
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3.1. Stage one –the first coming to Ireland (subject’s age 2;9,21 – 3;1,28) 

Upon the arrival to Ireland the subject’s knowledge of L1 (Croatian) consisted of 

what for his age group may be considered a large vocabulary and a significantly developed 

grammatical system. This means that in his spontaneous language production the boy used 

inflected nouns, pronouns and adjectives and the appropriate forms of verbs on a regular 

basis. He was able to produce complex and compound sentences and carry on extended 

conversational exchanges. At the same time the boy had some knowledge of L2 (English) 

but this knowledge was limited to just a few isolated words (e.g. names of the animals) and 

set phrases acquired through regular watching of children’s TV shows and cartoons in 

English. He also had some metalinguistic awareness of the existence of two separate 

language systems in a sense that he was able to distinguish which language was being 

spoken at a certain moment. 

If the subject’s attitude towards L2 had not been expressed at all before his coming 

to Ireland, the first experience with a truly bilingual context and the mother’s increased use 

of English3 with the boy, provoked an immediate negative reaction. The boy objected to 

being spoken to in English and he also did not enjoy having English speaking visitors at 

home. However, after only two weeks of his stay in Ireland, the child started showing 

interest in the language by asking comprehension questions related to the mother’s or 

native speaker’s utterances, or to the utterances heard on TV. He also started showing 

willingness to learn more of English by frequently asking English names for the things and 

by repeating the utterances heard on TV or by the mother. However, he was still shy and 

uncomfortable when addressed in L2, especially by strangers. 

The first month and a half of the subject’s bilingual development was also 

characterised by a steady rise in L2 comprehension and virtually no language production 

(except for the mentioned repetitions, limited mostly to single words and two-word 

utterances). When the boy started attending a pre-school on a regular basis, in addition to 

further development of language comprehension, his language production also increased 

                                                           
3 We want to stress that at this stage the mother’s use of English with the boy was based on the principles of 
teaching foreign languages to young children, i.e. the utterances were always context bound, often followed 
by action, and there was a lot of repetition of isolated words and set phrases.  
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and by the end of this stage consisted of longer formulaic phrases (e.g. What did you say?), 

but also productive utterances (Me go to the toilet. Where’s my mother dinosaur?) The 

negative attitude towards L2 disappeared completely, and the boy even started using L2 

formulaic utterances and single lexical items spontaneously at home. However, the negative 

attitude towards the pre-school environment was still very pronounced, although it seemed 

that this negativism did not hinder second language acquisition. 

Around the same time when, as described above, L2 proficiency started showing a 

more significant progress (after some three months of the subject’s life in Ireland), first 

signs of L1 attrition started appearing. They could first be observed at the lexical and 

discursive levels. The boy had problems retrieving Croatian words, especially those he was 

frequently exposed to in English (e.g. the names of colours, numbers), and he started code-

switching, i.e. inserting L2 lexical items into L1 utterances. At this stage, the boy would 

often adapt these inserted items to the Croatian phonological and morphological rules. As 

for the problems he started experiencing at the discursive level, they could be detected in 

shorter and syntactically less complex utterances, unfinished sentences. Since at this stage 

the child’s communicative competence in English was also at the fairly incipient stages, he 

often found himself in a situation when none of his linguistic codes was at the level which 

could satisfy his communicative needs and intentions. It seems that this state affected the 

boy’s overall emotional and cognitive behaviour –a very talkative and extroverted child 

turned into a silent and somewhat depressed child. Furthermore, the boy started showing 

less intellectual curiosity (e.g. he stopped asking the “why” questions about the facts of the 

world) and when asked comprehension questions about a just read story or a cartoon, he 

would often answer, either in L1 or L2: I don’t know. It took us some time and indirect 

questioning to realise that what the boy wanted to say was –‘I don’t know how to tell you’. 

It may be that this pronounced change in the child’s emotional and intellectual behaviour 

had some other causes (e.g. the need to attend the pre-school on a daily basis), although we 

think that it can be primarily related to the child’s linguistic development, i.e. to the 

cognitive and communicative pressure put on him by his incipient bilingualism. It seems 

that our hypothesis was supported by the two stages that followed.  
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3.2. Stage two –the first visit to Croatia (subject’s age 3;1,28 – 3;2,13) 

Surprisingly enough, during this two-week stay in Croatia, the boy’s production of 

English flourished. It was as if all the knowledge of English that had been accumulating 

during the preceding stage suddenly became active. The negative attitude towards English 

disappeared completely, moreover, English became the dominant language of playtime and 

short conversational exchanges. Of course, the subject’s L2 system was still at a very 

rudimentary stage with strong reliance on formulaic utterances, but more and more 

productive elements that showed typical developmental pattern (Hatch, 1978; Ellis, 1994) 

started to emerge. On the other hand, Croatian was still used for more complex thoughts 

and topics, although further signs of its attrition could be observed –the reduction of the 

inflexional and derivational systems, the narrowing of vocabulary range.  

At this stage the boy, when in “linguistic” and “communicative” trouble, would 

sometimes resort to intrasentential code-switching. However, since his both systems were 

still not developed enough to meet his cognitive and communicative needs, he would often 

find himself unable to express his thoughts and would be either irritated or ashamed by the 

fact, especially when using his first language. At this stage we also had a strong impression 

that the subject’s two languages were in a state of competition for the amount of processing 

mechanisms and memory space –the more proficient the boy was becoming in his L2, the 

less proficient he was getting in his L1. But we have to stress that this statement applies 

only to the boy’s language production. As far as we could observe, despite the steady 

increase in language comprehension in the boy’s L2, there were no signs of attrition in L1 

comprehension. 

3.3. Stage three –the second coming to Ireland (subject’s age 3;2,14 – 3;5,29) 

Having returned to Ireland, the child expressed even stronger negative feelings 

towards the pre-school environment (but not towards the English language). However, after 

two weeks of Christmas holidays, there was a sudden, positive change in the subject’s 

attitude towards the pre-school. At the same time, his teachers reported what they perceived 

as an amazing sudden leap in the levels of the child’s L2 comprehension and production. 

They also reported the boy’s cognitive spurt in relation to school work. According to the 
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teachers report, in a month’s time the boy caught up with the school work his peers were 

doing, and in some non-verbal tasks and in Spanish he was labelled as progressing faster 

than most of his peers. We assume that this cognitive spurt and the change in attitude 

towards the school was related to the spurt in the child’s bilingualism, i.e. to his newly 

acquired ability to communicate and express himself effectively in the exclusively second 

language environment.  

During this stage the exposure to English became very intense since, except for the 

two weeks of Christmas holidays, the child started attending the pre-school for 8 hours per 

day (in stage one the school period was limited to 4-5 hours a day). Furthermore, although 

the basic language of the home was Croatian, the mother usually accepted the boy’s use of 

English and switched to it herself. At this point we could add that the parents attitude 

towards the boy’s use of English at home was neutral, neither encouraging nor 

discouraging. The parents did not want the boy to forget his L1 but since they knew that the 

stay in the L2 speaking country was of limited duration, they wanted to give the boy every 

chance to further develop his L2 system. The key to the home communication was use the 

language which comes to you naturally and more easily at a certain moment (the choice 

often depended on the topic of conversation). This resulted in the increased use of English 

at home since, as the time went by, the boy used more and more English and less and less 

Croatian. However, Croatian was still the language of the subject’s complex thoughts and 

feelings. It was also the language in which parents talked to the child about facts of the 

world since neither the range of the child’s L2 vocabulary nor the range of syntactic and 

discursive elements the child had mastered up to that point could meet the needs of 

elaborate explanations. 

Once again, along with the steady increase in the L2 linguistic competence, came a 

steady deterioration of the L1 linguistic competence (which was only temporarily stopped 

by the boy’s visit to Croatia). However, we no more perceived the two languages as being 

in a state of mutual competition. One of the reasons for this may lie in the fact that the child 

had developed a set of very effective communication strategies in his both languages (such 

as paraphrasing, reliance on contextual clues, gestures, guessing), in addition to code-
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switching. The easiness and communicative effectiveness of the child’s code-switching 

made his two languages look like friends and not foes anymore. 

Interestingly enough, during this stage, the child finally became his old self –a 

lively, happy, talkative and curious child. 

3.4. Stage four –the second visit to Croatia (subject’s age 3;6 –3;6,18) 

The second visit to the child’s home country signalled yet again a qualitatively 

different stage in the boy’s bilingualism. It seems that the child started moving towards a 

state of balanced bilingualism. Intensive second language input in the preceding stage (but 

accompanied by the boy’s daily exposure to the first language when communicating with 

the parents) and dominant first language input in this stage, seemed to have brought along 

harmony between the subject’s two languages. The child looked equally at ease when using 

both languages and he used them at an approximately equal rate. The impression of this 

equality was further accentuated by the fact that very often the child would say one and the 

same thing in both languages. For example, he would say an utterance in English and then, 

without being prompted by an interlocutor or a communicative need, would say the same 

thing in Croatian and vice versa. It also seemed that now the boy managed to control better 

his use of both languages because for the first time, in bilingual context, his language 

output started matching language input, i.e. the child would respond in the language he was 

addressed in. The subject’s overall linguistic and communicative behaviour during this 

stage might suggest that it takes time and a certain level of competence in both languages to 

be able to switch easily from one language to the other, or to suppress the production of one 

language or the other. 

3.5. Stage five –the third stay in Ireland (subject’s age 3;6,19 – 3;9,12) 

This again was a stage of intensive linguistic development in the boy’s second 

language which could be observed in the acquisition of new grammatical structures, more 

correct use of the already acquired structures, richness and further sophistication of the 

vocabulary and a broader discursive competence. However, this time the further building 

up of the second language system was not happening at the expense of the boy’s first 

language. Although a few weeks after the return from Croatia, which partially restored the 
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boy’s shaken L1 system, signs of language attrition at all productive (phonological, 

morphological and syntactic) levels were on the way again, never again did they reach the 

stage in which the boy would not be able to express himself in L1. Actually, the subject’s 

communicative competence became very similar in both of his languages (e.g. in terms of 

communication strategies used) when in monolingual mode, and when in bilingual mode 

(Grosjean, 2002), the subject relied heavily on both of his languages and combined them 

freely in order to communicate more smoothly and effectively. The boy also became very 

eager to learn more about his second language and to compare and connect the two 

languages. Questions (usually asked in Croatian) about how a particular thing is said in 

English became rather frequent and the boy also started developing awareness about the 

arbitrariness of the linguistic sign. Furthermore, besides having already developed 

expectations of who might or might not know English (e.g. his English vs. his Croatian 

playmates), the boy also started making judgements about the amount of English he 

thought the people around him, including himself, knew. We must stress that the child had 

become very proud about his bilingualism and self-confident when thinking about his 

knowledge of both English and Croatian. He also showed understanding that there are other 

languages besides English and Croatian that can be used to communicate. His (implicitly 

expressed) view of learning a language was that of listening, repeating and remembering 

words and phrases, asking for explanation or translation. 

3.6. Stage six –the third visit to Croatia (subject’s age 3;9,12 – 3;10,16) 

During these five weeks the boy was primarily exposed to Croatian, which resulted 

in setting the child into a monolingual mode, i.e. by the end of his stay in Croatia, the boy 

dominantly used Croatian. The non-native features in the L1 phonology disappeared, the 

sentences became longer and more complex again, but the subject’s morphological, i.e. 

inflectional and derivational system did not improve significantly. 

3.7. Stage seven –the state of piece and harmony (subject’s age 3;10,17 – 4;4,0) 

After five weeks in Croatia, the boy returned to Ireland again. He immediately 

started attending the pre-school and, according to his teachers, no signs of backsliding were 

felt in his English, except that the boy was a bit less talkative (which could have also been 
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caused by the process of adaptation to the school environment after the five-week holiday). 

When asked by the mother whether at this stage he found it easier to speak English or 

Croatian, the boy answered that he found Croatian easier but that his friends at school did 

not know Croatian so he had to use English with them. As far as Croatian was concerned, 

there was an after effect of the dominantly Croatian speaking context in the previous stage 

especially noticeable in the richness of vocabulary, easiness of communication and less 

frequent grammatical mistakes. 

Although the first two months of this stage were favourable for further development 

of the bilingual communicative competence (the child had two weeks of school holidays, 

grandparents and Croatian speaking friends lived with the family for two weeks, and the 

child again went to Croatia for two weeks), the remaining three and a half months were 

dominantly English based. However, it seems that the role of the linguistic and 

extralinguistic contexts stopped having such powerful and immediate influence on the 

boy’s bilingual proficiency that it had in all previous stages. We are inclined to explain this 

with the state of greater maturity and stability of the boy’s both linguistic systems and a 

more balanced state of his bilingual proficiency. The subject’s English continued its steady 

progress and development in the areas of comprehension and production, while Croatian 

showed signs of language attrition only at the phonological level (transfer of L2 sounds 

similar, but not identical to L1 sounds). The boy easily switched from the monolingual 

mode he was in at school to the bilingual mode he used with the parents. His two languages 

continued to coexist in the state of equilibrium and fruitful symbiosis. Therefore, at this 

stage better than to speak about L1 and L2, we might think of both languages as having 

equal status. Whether at this point it would be more adequate to label them as two first 

languages or two second languages, is a debatable question. 

 

4. Conclusion 

When we look at the beginning and the end point of the 18 months of our subject’s 

bilingual development, they look as it may have been predicted. At the beginning of the 

study the child’s communicative and linguistic competence in L1 was similar to the 
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competence of his Croatian speaking peers. At the end of the study the child was still 

communicatively and linguistically proficient in L1 (since the home language, despite L2 

intrusions, was basically L1), although his language showed elements of language attrition 

and L2 transfer. As for the child’s L2, at the beginning of the study he had virtually no L2 

system and at the end of the study he was communicatively and linguistically proficient in 

L2. Occasional developmental errors and signs of L1 transfer could be observed in the 

boy’s second language utterances. In short, the boy progressed from almost exclusive 

monolingualism to balanced bilingualism. However, what surprises is the dynamism and 

versatility of the relationship between the boy’s L1 and L2, or, to be more precise, between 

different subsystems (phonological, morphosyntactic, lexical) of the boy’s L1 and L2, in 

between the beginning and the end point of the study. Furthermore, we have observed 

striking difference in the developmental patterns of language comprehension and language 

production. While the former exhibited a steadier pattern of development, L1 

comprehension remained stable and L2 comprehension gradually approached the L1 level, 

the latter moved from dominance in L1 through equal status (of low proficiency) in both L1 

and L2, to dominance in L2, in order to finally reach bilingual equilibrium. As for the 

relationship between this bilingual dynamism and the child’s emotional and cognitive 

development, we found a more or less predictable pattern. Low levels of bilingual 

proficiency were associated with negative attitude towards L2, emotional disturbance and 

intellectual backsliding. Higher and more stable levels of bilingual proficiency were 

associated with positive attitudes and pride for being able to speak two languages, as well 

as highly developed metalinguistic awareness. 

Although the developmental pattern presented above relates to only one subject’s 

bilingual experience, we think that its qualitative interpretation can offer some tentative 

conclusions and basic guidelines about how to approach the development of individual 

childhood bilingualism or the planning of early bilingual education: 

• The initial stages of consecutive bilingual development may be met with 

children’s negative attitude towards the second language, and may also play 

havoc in their first language. This means that a child may find him/herself in a 

stage (hopefully short) when he/she is unable to communicate effectively in 
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either of his two languages. This can bring along emotional disturbance and 

cognitive backsliding. Therefore, first stages of the child’s exposure to the 

second language should be approached with care and accompanied with full 

emotional and intellectual support. 

• Although children may quickly become communicatively very proficient in their 

second language, this still may be a very superficial proficiency relying mostly 

on prefabricated patterns. It should be checked what is the real level of the 

child’s second language comprehension and whether he/she is already capable 

of processing cognitively more demanding tasks through the medium of the 

second language. If not, the first language should be the dominant language of 

intellectually demanding schoolwork during the first stages of bilingual 

experience. 

Only when the child becomes similarly proficient in his both languages at most 

levels, time comes to start exploiting this potential and further foster not only the child’s 

bilingualism and its emotional and intellectual gains but also his/her biculturalism. 

Therefore, to answer our initial question ‘First language–second language: friends 

or enemies?’ we might say: ‘Friends in the long run but only if the friendship is established 

gradually and with care, and cherished and nurtured afterwards’. 
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