
In this study, we investigate whether 24-month-olds are influenced by the 

fact that some words – like cat and dog – have related meanings. In the 

study, we played pairs of words to babies, and measured how easily they 

understood the second word. Monolingual 2-year-olds were more 

successful at recognizing a word that followed a related word (cat – dog) 

and less successful when it followed an unrelated word (truck – dog). 

Bilinguals were very accurate in all cases, whether or not the words were 

related.  This suggests that monolinguals might be more influenced by the 

relationships between words than bilinguals. To better understand our 

findings, we will be continuing with a similar study for 30-month-olds.  

Do babies notice who speaks which language?  In this study, babies (5- and 12-month-old monolinguals 

and bilinguals) heard a man and a woman reading passages from The Little Prince.  At first, the woman 

always spoke English and the man always in French (or vice-versa). Then, the two speakers switched 

languages.  Only the 12-month-old monolinguals were surprised by the language switch. We were intrigued 

by these results because we had assumed that bilinguals would be the ones to pay extra attention to the 

languages that different people speak!  One explanation for this surprising finding is that bilinguals notice, 

but are unsurprised by people switching languages. We are continuing this study in the hopes of better 

understanding these surprising findings!  

 

Many of us wonder whether we should be mixing our languages when 

talking to our babies or whether we should keep our franglais away from 

kids. Some people say that language mixing can confuse a child and 

result in learning fewer words. In this study, we asked bilingual parents 

questions about how often they mixed their languages, and investigated 

whether this was related to their children’s vocabulary size.  Contrary to 

an earlier study we had conducted in Vancouver, we found no 

relationship between language mixing and word learning. So, allez-y and 

mix away if you want to!  

 

Do 2-year-olds know that dog and cat are related? 
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Message from the director, Dr. Krista Byers-Heinlein 

After another successful year of research, we would like to extend our gratitude to 

the families from across the island of Montreal who helped us to better understand 

how monolingual and bilingual babies learn their language(s). On a more personal 

note, I’m thrilled to announce the arrival of my own little language learner Julia, 

who joined us on May 21st. Julia’s already thrilled to participate in the exciting 

research happening at mommy’s lab when she gets a bit older! 

Should I mix mes langues? 

Visit us at 

www.infantresearch.concordia.ca 

or find us on   The Little Prince 
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This study examines how monolingual and bilingual 

infants react to familiar and unfamiliar languages. 

We showed children aged 4 to 48 months videos of 

three talking faces, each speaking a different 

language: English, French, and Russian. We 

originally thought that children’s attention to the 

eyes and mouth would vary given their expertise in 

each language; babies would need to look less at the 

mouth as they gained experience with a particular 

language. However, we found that as their age 

increased, they preferred to look towards the mouth 

regardless of what language the face was speaking! 

This suggests that children may allocate their 

attention to different parts of the face as a result of 

their growing experience with language in general 

and not with their expertise in a particular language.  

 

Contact us 
Are you or your friends interested in volunteering for a study? 

Call or email us! 

514-848-2424 x5831 infant@algol.concordia.ca 

You probably know that babies’ pupil size 

change in response to light and darkness, 

but did you know that babies’ pupils also 

dilate when they are surprised? We are 

taking advantage of this behavior in a new 

research approach called pupillometry.  In 

several studies, we are measuring babies’ 

pupil size changes in reaction to different 

word situations using our eye tracker. For 

example, do babies’ pupils dilate when 

they hear a speaker switch from French to 

English? Is this technique more or less 

sensitive than other research approaches 

in the lab? Stay tuned for results from our 

ongoing studies with pupillometry! 

In the news! 

One of our published studies garnered quite some attention this year! An article about the study was 
shared across many media outlets and we were even interviewed by PBS Mountain Lake! The study in 
question looked at whether 5-year-old children believe that a person’s native language is innate like hair 
color, or whether they understand that it is learned through experience like music preference. It turns out 
that only children who had themselves learned a second language were able to understand that adopted 
children would speak the same language as their adoptive parents and not of their birth parents. This 
suggests that the experience of learning a second language helps children to understand that a person’s 
native language is learned! Check out the interview with our director, Dr. Krista Byers-Heinlein on 
YouTube! https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mh_XMitM2yI 
 

Do babies use uhhh… hesitations to understand speech? 

When we talk to babies, our speech can at times be very fluid, but other times it can also be 
peppered with hesitations such as “uh” and “um”. Often, these hesitations signal that a person 
will use a word that is new to the conversation. In this study, we are interested in knowing 
whether monolingual and bilingual babies use hesitations in speech to help them guess what 
object a speaker is referring to. In the study, 32-month-old babies will see two images on the 
screen and will hear either fluent speech (“Look at the apple!”), or speech containing a hesitation 
(“Look at the uhhh… apple!”). We are interested in how babies make judgments based on these 
hesitations. 

If you have a monolingual or bilingual child of 5 to 32 months and would like to participate 
in one of our studies (including this one for 30-32 month-olds), please contact us! 

 

 

 Look at Me! Can a baby’s pupil size tell us something? 
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