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It has been argued that bilingual speakers of phonologically overlapping languages make use of cross-
linguistic phonological regularities (Rys, 2009; Taeldeman, 2013). An example is Frisian -dn [0:n] and
Dutch -and [ant], as in the cognate pairs hdn [ho:n] - hand [hant] ‘hand’ and Idn [10:n] - land [lant]
‘country’. Acquisition of these regularities can be seen as a form of rule-based learning, which has
been shown to be related to both verbal working memory and selective attention (e.g. Rabi & Minda,
2014). We investigated the relationship between verbal working memory and selective attention on the
one hand and the acquisition of cognates with a cross-linguistic phonological regularity on the other.

Method

For three consecutive years, Frisian-Dutch bilingual children (n = 120) were tested annually on
selective attention, verbal working memory and a Frisian receptive vocabulary task that comprised
four cognate categories: (1) identical cognates, (2) non-cognates and (3) non-identical cognates that
either do or (4) do not exhibit a simple phonological regularity between Frisian and Dutch. Non-verbal
IQ, SES and exposure to Frisian were statistically controlled.

Results

Cross-lagged regression analyses were performed. Selective attention at time 1 only predicted growth
of identical cognates, 8 = -.20, p = .006, A R*> = .038, and non-identical cognates with a cross-linguistic
phonological regularity, 8 = -.20, p = .008, A R* = .035. Conversely, only the acquisition of cognates
with a cross-linguistic phonological regularity predicted verbal working memory at time 3, 3 =.254, p
=.014, AR* = .037.

Conclusions

The results show that (1) selective attention advances the acquisition of identical cognates and
cognates with a cross-linguistic phonological regularity and that (2) the acquisition of cognates with a
cross-linguistic phonological regularity enhances verbal working memory. This suggests a
bidirectional relationship between cognitive functioning and the acquisition of cross-linguistic
phonological regularities.
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