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Abstract

It is well established that L2 acquisition is faster when the L2 is more closely related to 
the learner’s L1. In the current study we investigated whether language similarity has a 
comparable facilitative effect in early simultaneous bilingual children. The similarity 
between each bilingual child’s two languages was determined using phonological and 
typological scales. We compared the vocabulary size of bilingual toddlers learning 
different pairs of languages. Results show that the vocabulary size of bilingual children 
is indeed influenced by similarity: the more similar the languages, the larger the 
children’s vocabulary.
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1	 Introduction

Most of the world’s children grow up learning two or more languages simulta-
neously (Grosjean, 1982). Input is naturally divided between the two languages, 
and consequently the frequency of input is less than 100% for each of the lan-
guages (Unsworth, 2015). This input reduction has been considered to be one 
of the primary factors responsible for differences between monolinguals and 
bilinguals in development (Hoff, Welsh, Place, and Ribot, 2014; e.g., Pearson, 
Fernández, and Oller, 1993; Thordardottir, 2011). A further aspect often related 
to this issue is the differing levels of proficiency in the two languages caused by 
the unequal input amounts. Balanced bilingualism may be an ideal but hardly 
exists (see Silva-Corvalán and Treffers-Daller, 2015, for an overview on the issue 
of language dominance).

One aspect that is strongly affected by bilingualism is vocabulary size. This 
effect has received repeated support from studies using the classical approach 
of comparing bilingual to monolingual language development. A large body 
of research has shown that, in each of their languages, bilingual children 
and adults tend to know fewer words than monolinguals do (Bialystok and 
Luk, 2012; Bialystok, Luk, Peets, and Yang, 2010). However, it is notable that 
the combined vocabularies of bilingual children are of comparable size to 
monolingual vocabularies (De Houwer, Bornstein, and Putnick, 2014; Hoff  
et al., 2012; Pearson et al., 1993). Research on bilingual vocabulary development 
has addressed the role of various factors in bilingual vocabulary learning, such 
as phonological development and word learning mechanisms, influence of 
socio-economic factors (ses), minority or majority status of the languages 
(Gathercole and Thomas, 2009; Miser and Hupp, 2012), and the amount of 
exposure to each language (Byers-Heinlein, Fennell, and Werker, 2013; Fennell, 
Byers-Heinlein, and Werker, 2007; Graf Estes and Hay, 2015; Kalashnikova, 
Mattock, and Monaghan, 2014).

One of the most important factors is reportedly the amount of exposure: the 
more words children hear, the more words they know (Hart and Risley, 1995) 
and the more frequently a word is heard, the earlier it is learned (Goodman, 
Dale, and Li, 2008; Naigles and Hoff-Ginsberg, 1998; Schwartz and Terrell, 
1983). In bilingual vocabulary development, the “number of words learnt in 
each language is to a large extent proportional to the amount of time spent 
with speakers of that language” (Cattani et al., 2014; David and Wei, 2008; Hoff 
et al., 2012; Pearson, Fernandez, Lewedeg, and Oller, 1997: 51; Place and Hoff, 
2011). However, some of the words bilinguals are exposed to are cognates, i.e., 
words phonologically similar between the two spoken languages. Interestingly, 
the vocabularies of young bilingual children comprise a relatively higher 
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proportion of translational equivalents (words children know in both lan-
guages) that are cognate words (e.g., English boat and German Boot) as com-
pared to translational equivalents that are non-cognates (e.g., English biscuit 
and German Keks, Bosch and Ramon-Casas, 2014; Schelletter, 2002). This sug-
gests that similarity in the phonological forms of two words across languages 
eases the learning of each. This finding is in line with the assumptions about 
language acquisition in a usage-based approach.

Under a usage-based model, similarity between words and constructions is 
an important aspect for categorization. It is the basis for emerging exemplars 
and their links to other exemplars (e.g., Bybee, 2010). Children learning lan-
guage map similar tokens of linguistic experience onto each other to establish 
cognitive representations (exemplar) of its elements and structures as well as 
forming various types of links (cf. Bybee, 2010). Similarities between words can 
be based on phonetic and semantic dimensions (Bybee, 2010; Pierrehumbert, 
2003) and link phonetically and semantically similar words and word strings 
to each other creating a dynamic network in which words (linguistic signs) are 
interconnected. At the same time, each experience with a token has an impact 
on its cognitive representation and consequently on its mental entrench-
ment (Schmid, 2017). That is, increased frequency of an element or a struc-
ture increases the strength of its representation and associative links to similar 
structures and signs. Consequently, it will be more easily activated than lower 
frequency items, which generally will be less well entrenched. Although it 
remains unclear whether bilinguals develop one exemplar for two elements 
similar in both languages or one for each language, similarity between items has 
a facilitating effect on acquisition in both scenarios (e.g., Hartsuiker, Pickering, 
and Veltkamp, 2004). For example, if we assume that one exemplar is stored for 
both languages due to phonological and semantic similarity, then any occur-
rence in either language will strengthen its entrenchment, making its activa-
tion easier and its production more likely. On the other hand, if two exemplars 
are stored in a network, one for each language, due to the facilitating effect of 
similarity, any occurrence of either form should still affect the strength of their 
associative links. Thus, if two languages share many cognates, more of their 
stored representations are likely to be activated due to stronger connections 
among the words even when the other language is being spoken. The same 
rationale could also apply to the acquisition of morpho-syntactic structures 
across languages. If languages share structures, children could acquire these 
structures earlier since their representations receive support from both lan-
guages, which affects entrenchment and activation as well. On the other hand, 
if words or structures across languages only share form or function, their links 
are weaker resulting in lower entrenchment levels, meaning they are more 
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difficult to be activated. That similar words and analogous morpho-syntactic  
structures are learnt faster in each of the two languages has recently been 
shown by Bosch and Ramon-Casas (2014), and Perez-Pereira (2008). Bosch and 
Ramon-Casas (2014) suggest that in the case of identical word forms in the two 
languages, token frequency of a word increases and thus eases word learning. 
Similar processes might – on a larger scale – affect overall vocabulary size. That 
is, bilingual children learning different languages might know more, or fewer, 
words in each of their languages depending on how similar the word stocks 
of their two languages are. Perez-Pereira (2008) showed that children who 
were learning Galician and Spanish, two highly similar languages, exceeded 
monolingual peers in both vocabulary and morpho-syntax scores. Apparently, 
similarity had a booster function for each language and had strengthened the 
connections between similar exemplars in the network.

To our knowledge, the question of whether bilingual children learning 
different language constellations achieve different vocabulary scores has 
not yet been addressed. The study by Cote and Bornstein (2014) is the only 
one to compare the vocabulary scores across bilingual 20-month-olds from 
three language groups (Spanish-English, Korean-English, and Japanese-
English). The authors were interested in whether relative input factors –  
such as number of interlocutors or level of acculturation of the mother – 
could predict language acquisition, and found that the vocabulary sizes did 
not differ across the three groups in English and the heritage languages. In 
contrast, research on adult second-language (L2) learning has demonstrated 
strong effects of the learners’ first languages (L1) on L2 language proficiency 
(Cysouw, 2013; Schepens, Slik, and Hout, 2013; Van der Slik, 2010). For exam-
ple, the phonological similarity between the first languages of immigrants 
(35 different languages) and their L2 influences immigrants’ language 
proficiencies, such as content, correctness, wording, pronunciation, pace, 
vocabulary, register, coherence, and word order (Schepens et al., 2013; see 
also Van der Slik, 2010). Similarly, a more comprehensive measure of lan-
guage similarity based on the phonological and morpho-syntactic features 
reported for many languages in the World Atlas of Languages (WALS, Dryer 
and Haspelmath, 2013) was observed to correlate with L2 learners’ language 
proficiency (Cysouw, 2013). In his analysis, Cysouw (2013) included factors 
such as typological similarity, geographical distance, orthographic similar-
ity, size of the orthographic system, and genealogical similarity. He found 
that the strongest predictors of L2 proficiency were typological similarity 
and orthographic similarity. Note that Cysouw’s (2013) study differs from 
Van der Slik et al.’s (2010, 2013) in that Cysouw measured the effect of the 
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same L1 (English) on learners’ proficiency in various L2s, while Van der Slik 
and colleagues measured the effect of various L1s on learners’ proficiency in 
the same L2 (Dutch). Thus, the effect of language similarity on L2 learning 
appears to be robust.

In the current study we analyze the influence of language similarity on 
bilingual children’s vocabulary skills. We assessed children’s vocabulary using 
a parental questionnaire, a method that has been proven to be reliable in that 
parents are accurate in judging their children’s linguistic competence (see 
Szagun’s et al., 2009, on test-retest reliabilities, and Dale, 1991, on validity to lab-
oratory measures in monolinguals, and Marchman and Martínez-Sussmann, 
2002, in bilinguals).

Based on the assumptions of usage-based linguistics and the findings from 
the L1 and L2 learning research reported above, it seems possible that struc-
tural and semantic similarity already influence bilingual children’s lexical 
skills at an early stage in their development. Since languages can be similar 
or different on various levels of language organization, including grammati-
cal, phonological, and lexical levels (Borin, 2013; Cysouw, 2013), we used two 
measures of language similarity that have recently been used in L2 research. 
First, following Van der Slik (2010) we used a measure of lexico-phonologi-
cal similarity based on the asjp database (Holman et al., 2011; Wichmann, 
Holman, Bakker, and Brown, 2010). Second, following Cysouw (2013), we used 
the World Atlas of Languages (WALS, Dryer and Haspelmath, 2013) to com-
pute a measure of morpho-syntactic similarity. The children’s language skills 
were administered by parental questionnaires (cf., e.g., Perez-Pereira, 2008) 
and then correlated with the two measures of language similarity. We focused 
on 18- to 36-month-old bilingual children, since for this age range previous 
research demonstrated phonological similarity effects on lexicon composi-
tion (Bosch and Ramon-Casas, 2014; Schelletter, 2002). We hypothesized that 
language similarity affects bilingual vocabulary skills in ways similar to how it 
influences L2 learning.

2	 Study 1

In our first study we were concerned with the question whether lexico-phono-
logical similarity and morpho-syntactic similarity affects bilingual children’s 
lexical skills between the age of 18 to 30 months. We analyzed the influence of 
language similarity on the bilingual children’s Swiss German vocabulary size 
by using a parental checklist.
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2.1	 Method
2.1.1	 Participants
Two hundred and four simultaneous bilingual children aged 18 to 30 months 
(M = 23 months, SD = 3.89, 113 girls, 91 boys) participated in the study. Most 
of the children grew up in middle-class families in Switzerland. The par-
ents’ highest educational level was used as a proxy for socio-economic status 
and recorded using a questionnaire (mothers: M = 8.127, SD = 2.692; fathers: 
M = 7.912, SD = 2.751; where “10” is equivalent to a university degree). Only fam-
ilies in which one parent spoke Swiss German and the other parent spoke a 
different language were recruited. The children’s exposure to Swiss German 
was estimated based on both parents’ weekly working hours.1 On average the 
children’s exposure rate to Swiss German was 75% (SD = 8.47%) of their wak-
ing time. The families were recruited from a database of parents who had vol-
unteered to participate in child development studies. The families received a 
small gift such as a picture book to recompense them for the participation. The 
university’s ethics committee approved the study.

2.1.2	 Materials and Procedure
The children’s lexical skills were assessed using parental questionnaires. The 
parents filled out the Swiss German translation of the word list from the 
Standard German MacArthur cdi questionnaire (frakis; Szagun, Stumper, 
and Schramm, 2009). For each of the vocabulary items (including 509 open-
class words and 91 closed-class words), the parents indicated whether their 
child had already produced it, (only) comprehended it, or neither produced 
nor comprehended it. We used the number of words in the children’s pro-
ductive vocabulary as an indicator for the children’s linguistic skills. It could 
range from 0 to 600, and this was the dependent variable in our study.

The similarity between the languages of each bilingual child was first deter-
mined with respect to the lexico-phonological dimension and then to the mor-
pho-syntactic dimension (see Table 1).

1	 The basis of the estimation of the children’s exposure to Swiss German were the Swiss-
speaking parent’s working hours. We assumed that both parents spent equal amounts of time 
speaking to their child when at home. We calculated the following exposure rate for Swiss 
German: 

exposure_rate=100-
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2
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100

wake_time_chi







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The lexico-phonological similarity measure was taken from the asjp data-
base (Holman et al., 2011; Wichmann et al., 2013), which uses the 40 most sta-
ble lexical items from Swadesh’s 100-item list (Swadesh, 1955). These are items 
with the least formal variation in well-established genetic groups and include 
words such as I, you, name, hand, path, sun, etc. The lexico-phonological simi-
larity measure is based on the Levenshtein distance between the translational 
equivalents of these 40 items (for details, see Holman et al., 2011).2 The mor-
pho-syntactic similarity measure was determined using the wals (Dryer and 
Haspelmath, 2013). Following Cysouw (2013), we computed the relative simi-
larity of each child’s two languages as Hamming distance based on the num-
ber of shared wals features in morphology (like Inflectional Synthesis of the 
Verb, Case Syncretism) and word order (like Order of Subject, Object and Verb, 

table 1	 Language groups in Study 1. Language similarity scores for both measures of 
language similarity, number of children per language group and mean age of the 
children per language group. Boldface written languages indicate the languages 
used in Study 2

Language 
group

wals-similarity asjp-similarity Number of 
children

Age  
Mean  sd

Standard 
German

1.00 5086 63 23.09 3.92

Dutch .878 6912 7 21.00 3.26
English .647 7129 21 23.19 3.76
Swedish .629 7259 2 20.50 2.12
Serbian .529 8742 12 21.83 3.48
Czech .500 8960 5 26.40 3.78
Romansh - 8980 5 22.60 4.72
Slovenian .777 9089 2 26.50 0.71
Italian .692 9190 39 23.61 4.15
Russian .700 9250 4 21.25 2.98
Portuguese .727 9300 3 23.00 4.35
Polish .571 9378 4 21.25 3.94
French .686 9381 16 21.87 3.82
Spanish .591 9506 14 22.21 3.88
Hungarian .372 9659 1 25.00 -
Xhosa - 9869 1 27.00 -
Turkish .372 9947 3 22.66 3.21
Japanese .354 10097 1 28.00 -
Georgian .416 10108 1 18.00 -

Note. All children learned Swiss German in addition to one of the languages in the list.

2	 Note that the asjp database only contains the Bernese Swiss dialect. The measure of language 
distance used in our analyses is thus only an approximation.
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Order of Demonstrative and Noun) divided by the total number of features 
compared.

2.2	 Results and Discussion
First, the children’s vocabulary score was correlated with the asjp similarity 
measure. A partial correlation (controlling for age, parental education and lan-
guage exposure) between the children’s vocabulary scores and the asjp similar-
ity revealed a small but significant similarity effect (r = - .154, p = .036). Second, 
the children’s vocabulary score was correlated with the wals similarity scores. 
A partial correlation (controlling for age, parental education and language 
exposure) between the children’s vocabulary score and the wals similarity 
also revealed a small but significant similarity effect (r = .141, p = .049). Figure 1 
shows the children’s vocabulary scores with the ordered asjp and wals simi-
larity scores. The more similar the languages are (the further left in the figure), 
the more words children produce.

The results show that language similarity affects young bilingual chil-
dren’s vocabulary skills. However, the effect appears to be smaller (explain-
ing about 3% of the variance) than the language similarity effect reported 
by Schepens et al. (2013). In their sample, asjp similarity accounted for as 
much 10.6% of the variance of the adults’ L2 proficiency. Another differ-
ence between the language similarity effect in our bilingual sample and 
the language similarity effect reported for L2 learning is that in L2 learn-
ing the affected language is the “weaker” language while in the current 
study we assessed the children’s vocabulary scores only in their stronger 
language, namely Swiss German. It is a majority language, to which the 
children were exposed for 75% of their waking time on average according 
to our estimate. It is possible that language similarity affects the bilingual 
children’s weaker, i.e., less frequently heard, language more. Therefore, 
assessing both languages’ vocabulary might disentangle whether language 
similarity affects both languages or just one.

3	 Study 2

In Study 2, we analyzed the influence of language similarity not only on the 
children’s Swiss German vocabulary scores but also on their vocabularies in 
their other languages as well as the translational equivalents.
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A

B

figure 1	 Means and standard deviations (error bars) for the children’s vocabulary score 
per other language ordered by asjp similarity (A) and by wals Similarity (B) (the 
graphics includes only those languages for which n ≥ 3)
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3.1	 Method
3.1.1	 Participants
One hundred and two bilingual children aged 18 to 36 months old (mean age 
27 months 21 days; 46 girls) participated in Study 2. None of them had been 
included in Study 1. As in Study 1, only families in which one parent spoke Swiss 
German and the other parent spoke a different language were recruited. Since 
Study 2 assessed the children’s vocabulary in both of their languages, only five 
groups of bilingual children were recruited: Swiss German-Standard German, 
Swiss German-English, Swiss German-Spanish, Swiss German-French, Swiss 
German-Italian. Table 2 shows the socio-demographic details on language 
input and parental education. This sample structure enabled us to carry out 
group comparisons using ancova s and post-hoc contrasts, similar to the anal-
yses performed by Cote and Bornstein (2014).

3.1.2	 Materials and Procedure
The method was similar to the one used in Study 1. The children’s vocabu-
lary scores were assessed by parental questionnaires based on the German 
version of the MacArthur Bates Communicative Developmental Inventories 
(cdi; Szagun et al., 2009). We administered only the 509 open-class words of 
the German cdi because the languages differ with respect to the number and 
translations of closed-class items, such as the number of determiners, per-
sonal pronouns etc., and comparisons on such words would not be possible. 
Bilinguals living in Switzerland translated the word list into English, French, 
Italian, and Spanish. Both parents of each child filled out a questionnaire 
about the child’s vocabulary, in his or her respective language.

We used the same measures of language similarity (asjp, wals) as in Study 
1.  Using the information of both languages’ questionnaires we determined 

table 2	 Demographic details for each language group in Study 2

Standard German English French Italian Spanish

Children
N 23 19 20 20 20
Input Swiss German 65 64 67 64 65
Age (days) 865 834 826 782 844
Gender (% girls) 52 47 45 35 45
Parents
Education Mother 9.01 9.27 9.15 8.85 8.7
Education father 8.66 8.56 9.45 8.10 7.25
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the number of productive words in the children’s Swiss-German and in their 
other language. Furthermore, we determined the number of translational 
equivalents, that is, the number of meanings for which they knew the words 
in both languages. Based on the level of productive vocabulary, we finally 
determined the children’s major and minor languages. We use the terms 
‘major’ and ‘minor’ instead of ‘dominant’ and ‘non-dominant’ because we 
regard bilingualism as a continuum, along which children move. The term 
‘major language’ means the language used mostly and does not necessarily 
refer to the dominant language.

3.2	 Results and Discussion
The sample sizes in the analyses of the Swiss German and the non-Swiss 
German languages differ because 31 parents filled out only one of the ques-
tionnaires. First, the partial correlations between language similarity and the 
children’s Swiss German vocabulary scores, controlling for age, language expo-
sure and parental education, are similar to what we found in Study 1. For both 
measures of language similarity, the correlations were significant (asjp simi-
larity: r(72) = - .332, p = .004; wals similarity r(72) = .304, p = .008).

Second, we carried out a partial Spearman correlation analysis (controlling 
for age, language exposure and parental education) of language similarity and 
the children’s vocabulary scores in their other language (non-Swiss German). 
Again, both correlations were significant (asjp similarity: r(68) = - .491, p < .001; 
wals similarity r(68) = .451, p < .001; see Figure 2).

Descriptively these correlations are stronger than the correlations for Swiss 
German; however, Hittner, May and Silver’s (2003) test suggests that the cor-
relations are comparable (asjp similarity z = 1.345, p =  .179; wals similarity: 
z = 1.212, p = .225).

Third, we carried out partial Spearman correlation analysis between lan-
guage similarity and the children’s vocabulary scores in their major and their 
minor language, controlling for age, language exposure and parental educa-
tion. The children’s major language was Swiss German in 59 of the cases. We 
found that language similarity affected the acquisition of the minor language 
(asjp similarity: r(62) = - .475, p < .001; wals similarity r(62) = .476, p < .001) to 
a similar extent as the major language (asjp similarity: r(62) = - .324, p = .009; 
wals similarity r(62) = .304, p = .015), Hittner, May, and Silver’s (2003) test (asjp 
similarity z = 1.283, p = .199; wals similarity: z = 1.453, p = .146).

In a last step, we looked at how language similarity affected the number 
of translational equivalents, again using partial correlations. We found that 
the number of cognate translational equivalents was influenced by language 
similarity (asjp similarity: r(62) = - .424, p < .001; wals similarity r(62) = .436, 
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figure 2	 Children’s average vocabulary score in their non-Swiss German language by 
language group. Error bars represent se

p < .001), while the number of non-cognate translational equivalents was not 
(asjp similarity: r(62) = .142, p = .259; wals similarity r(62) = -.176, p = .161). We 
conclude that the children who were learning two languages that were more 
similar had learned more cognate translational equivalents.

The results of Study 2 replicate and extend those of Study 1. These find-
ings suggest that the language similarity effect is robust in bilingual first lan-
guage acquisition and is observed in both of the children’s languages. This 
contrasts starkly with Cote and Bornstein’s (2014) findings, who attested no 
difference in the vocabulary size of bilinguals speaking English and another 
language, such as Spanish, Korean, or Japanese. Based on their work, we 
compared the children’s vocabulary scores in both Swiss German and their 
other language across language groups (Swiss German-Standard German, 
Swiss German-English, Swiss German-French, Swiss German-Italian, Swiss 
German-Spanish).

The ancova s (controlling for age and parental education and language 
exposure rates) revealed the following results. First, a significant effect was 
found of Swiss German vocabulary on the vocabulary score in the other 
language (F(4, 77)  =  2.714, p  =  .037, η2p  =  .136). Second, a significant effect 
of language group was found for the non-Swiss German vocabulary score 
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(F(4,73)  =  6.855, p  <  .001, η2p  =  .297). Post-hoc contrasts of the children’s  
non-Swiss German vocabulary scores with their other vocabularies revealed 
that five out of the ten pair-wise comparisons were significant (English-
German: p = .003, French-German: p < .001, French-Italian: p = .046, German-
Italian: p = 0.003, German-Spanish: p < .001). No group differences were found 
for the English-Italian, English-Spanish, French-Spanish and Italian-Spanish 
groups, all p > .237; the difference between English and French was marginally 
significant: p = .058. These findings are in line with the correlations reported 
above but they contradict Cote and Bornstein’s (2014) results. It is difficult to 
reconcile these conflicting findings. A possible explanation is that particu-
lar language combinations in the samples might influence the presence, or 
absence, of group differences. Another more likely explanation is a difference 
between Cote and Bornstein’s sample and our sample. Bilingual children tested 
by Cote and Bornstein were growing up in a situation of language compart-
mentalization, where strict boundaries existed between the societal functions 
associated with the different languages. The children heard only one language 
at home (the language of the country of origin) and another language outside 
their homes (the language of the country of residence). The input patterns 
for those children thus differed from the input received by the children in our 
sample, who heard both languages at home. This might explain why Cote and 
Bornstein did not attest the effect of similarity on bilingual vocabulary devel-
opment that we report here.

4	 General Discussion

Bilingual vocabulary development has been shown to be influenced by many 
factors, such as frequency and type of input or socioeconomic status ses 
(Hart and Risley, 1995). In the current study we investigated whether pho-
nological and morpho-syntactic similarity between simultaneous bilingual 
toddler’s languages is an additional factor affecting their early vocabulary 
development. We determined the phonological and morphosyntactic simi-
larity of the two languages for each bilingual group and related these to the 
size of the productive vocabulary. Our results showed that the more similar 
a bilingual child’s two languages are, the larger the productive vocabulary 
will be. This effect was reliable and observed in both of the child’s two lan-
guages. Our findings support those from L2 research on adults (Schepens, Van 
der Slik, and Hout, 2013; Van der Slik, 2010; Cysouw, 2013). However, as the 
acquisition routes in sequential L2 learning and simultaneous bilingualism 
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are distinct, the similarity in outcome might rely on different mechanisms. 
Indeed, the major contrast between bilingual first-language acquisition and 
L2 learning concerns the temporal structure of language learning. L2 learners 
already know their at least one language (Chenu and Jisa, 2009). Their word 
knowledge might serve as a scaffold for vocabulary learning in the second 
language (MacWhinney, 2008). In contrast, in bilingual first language acqui-
sition concepts as well as word forms are acquired in both languages at the 
same time, and this affects the build-up of mental representation and activa-
tion patterns. Specifically, from a network model perspective (Bybee, 2006; 
Tomasello, 2003) one could explain the current findings by assuming that the 
way the representations of linguistic elements and structures are connected to 
each other (based on similarities in form, function, or both) implies whether 
and how strongly any particular linguistic item is activated at any moment 
during speech processing: If two or more items are similar in form and/or 
function, they are more likely to be co-activated in speech than if they are dis-
similar. Therefore, representations of cognates such as Wasser ‘water’ [ˈvasɐ] 
in Standard German and its Swiss-German equivalent [ˈʋasːəʁ] could be 
more entrenched and more accessible, which in turn eases production. This 
is related to the findings of Versloot and Hoekstra (2016), who showed that 
frequency and phonological similarity of words exert an influence on their 
cognates in the weaker language. Similarity of form and concept might serve 
a booster function in terms of conceptual and/or phonological bootstrap-
ping (Carey, 2011; Vihman and Croft, 2007). That is, conceptual bootstrapping 
of already existing concepts might ease the acquisition of the translational 
equivalents in the other language, whereas phonological similarity then helps 
the child to tap into the speech stream by concentrating on those words that 
are more similar to the patterns of the words already acquired.

Future studies investigating the role of language similarity in bilingual 
language development therefore need to carefully consider the vocabulary 
checklists in terms of the cross-linguistic phonological similarity of the items. 
Furthermore, subsequent research should include the usage frequency of 
every word on the list in each language to determine whether cross-linguistic 
phonological similarity indeed has a booster function in acquisition and how 
word frequency and cross-linguistic similarity interact in vocabulary devel-
opment. Finally, future research will need to examine whether the language 
similarity effect remains stable throughout linguistic development, serving a 
booster function, and whether its magnitude varies in the dominant and the 
non-dominant language of simultaneous and sequential bilinguals.
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5	 Conclusion

The current study is the first to report a language similarity effect on vocabu-
lary development in bilingual toddlers. This effect is stable and found in both 
languages (major and minor) in various language constellations. The more 
similar the two languages, the larger the vocabulary in each of these languages 
and the higher the number of cognate translational equivalents. This effect is 
already observable at the beginning of language acquisition in the second year 
of life until the end of the third year. These results are discussed in the light of 
the usage-based linguistics tenet that similarity in form and function of words 
might influence their representations and links between them. In a dynamic 
network, linguistic signs and structures are associated with each other along 
structural, functional and semantic aspects.

Consequently, the more similar items are across languages (the more aspects 
they share), the stronger their associative links become as each occurrence and 
usage will strengthen the activation link between them. The stronger the con-
nection the easier and faster they will be retrieved, very much resembling a 
feedback loop (Schmid, 2017). Ultimately this raises the question of how much 
similarity is required in order to boost the acquisition of words and structures, 
a question that will have to be answered in future studies on bilingual toddlers’ 
vocabulary development.
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