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FOREWORD



Bilingualism and bi-literacy are admirable goals for every individual. At the National Association for Bilingual Education (NABE), we embrace this mantra and advocate learning more than one language and culture. We are now a global society and we must learn to create unity within diversity.


As tireless advocates who work to influence and create more-inclusive language policies, more bilingual programs, and better teacher training, we know that we are investing in our children’s education, our nation’s leadership, and our world’s well-being. By using our native and second languages in everyday life, we develop intercultural understanding and show, by example, that we respect and can effectively cross cultural and linguistic borders.


Minority language groups are often identified with relatively high unemployment, low pay, poverty, and powerlessness. However, local economies, working with community initiatives, can support and sustain minority languages. Bilingualism is valuable to all as it promotes cultural understanding and gives a competitive edge in an increasing number of vocations. Supporting our native languages is always a good investment!


With this in mind, NABE recommends Bilingual by Choice because it is aligned with our mission to mobilize parents and communities to support the education of bilingual and English language learners. As Virginie Raguenaud writes in this book, bilingual children gain intercultural awareness and learn early on that the world is not defined in the same way by other cultural groups. By teaching our children to speak another language and to understand another culture, we are creating a more cooperative generation.


Bilingual By Choice offers crucial information to help parents overcome today’s challenges in raising and educating bilingual children. Together, we need to cultivate a multilingual, multicultural society by supporting and promoting policies, programs, pedagogy, and research that yield academic success, value native language, lead to English proficiency, and respect cultural and linguistic diversity.


This practical book offers important strategies that can be implemented right away by parents to make sure that their children become active and contributing participants in this world. It explains the benefits of bilingualism, shows parents how to raise and keep their children bilingual, addresses the cultural challenges at home, and helps parents commit to bi-literacy to ensure their children’s academic success.


As former NABE parent representative and Vice-President, I encourage parents and educators to read Bilingual By Choice and to experience all the positive effects bilingualism offers to our world today.


Rossana Ramírez-Boyd, Ph. D.


Parent Representative 2001–2003


former Vice-President 2008–2009, National Association for Bilingual Education





INTRODUCTION



A shift is happening right now. Powerful institutions are coming to realize that people who speak a second language, and understand different cultural nuances, make great contributions to this country in national security, diplomacy, international business, health care, the arts, education, tourism, and many other areas.


This shift in perception is going to help us as we commit to raising our children with two languages. It will mean more support from our schools and our communities as we help our children sustain their first language and excel in English. But our children’s bilingual future—with all its life-changing social, academic, and economic benefits—will require a high level of commitment and creativity on our part. We still need to expose many misconceptions about childhood bilingualism and second-language acquisition.


In a recent interview, linguist and Professor Emeritus at the University of Southern California, Dr. Stephen Krashen said, “Bilingualism in the U.S. only has a future if it is explained to the public and the research becomes well known.” When I started my master’s in intercultural relations, I came across extensive research on the identity development of bicultural and bilingual children that finally gave me a clearer picture of what I had lived through as a twelve-year-old newcomer from France.


But I also realized that this valuable information rarely leaves academic circles and rarely reaches the people who, like me, desperately need it to make sense of their uprooted childhoods.


This book is my attempt to share the knowledge. As you follow the text, you will see that my bicultural identity shows up regularly. The French side of me likes to listen to the experts and quietly take notes. I get inspired by their efforts to advance the cause of bilingual children. The American side of me likes to engage in a more spirited form of learning: honest insights from parents, who can expose all the complexities—and sometimes frustrations—of raising bilingual children. In the mix, I have also added my own narrative of my relocation to the U.S. and how my mother—born and raised in Belgium—and my father—born and raised in Madagascar—succeeded in raising three “late” bilingual and multicultural daughters.


When I decided to raise my twin daughters, Natasha and Sofiya, bilingually, I came across several books that focused on the logistics of creating a bilingual environment at home: Who will speak what language? How much exposure will the children get? But my conversations with other parents made me realize that we had to take it a step further, looking deeply at the obstacles and finding out why certain families were successful at raising bilingual children and why many failed.


I also wanted to explore the cultural issues in our lives that cannot be ignored. For most of us, bilingualism is not just about raising children to speak two languages. It’s also about raising bicultural children who learn early on that there are different ways to see the world and different perspectives about what’s right and wrong; children who come to know that our truths are just that—ours. Bicultural children gain intercultural awareness and learn early on that the world as they know it is not being defined in the same ways by other cultural groups. By teaching our children to speak another language and to understand another culture, we’re creating a smarter and more cooperative generation.


The subject of bilingualism in this country, unfortunately, often turns into a political discussion of race and power because not everyone is given access to the resources needed to excel in two languages. In some circles the push for bilingualism is also grossly misinterpreted as immigrants’ desire to to sustain their first language at the expense of English. That’s not the case. Immigrants are learning English much faster than their predecessors because they understand that it leads to extraordinary opportunities. However, many of us also know that if our children acquire our native language, in addition to learning English, they will have a brighter future.


Although more than 54 million of us speak a language other than English at home, this country is still defined as monolingual. That’s puzzling, since even our Founding Fathers were multilingual! Benjamin Franklin spoke six languages, including English, French, Spanish, German, Italian, and Latin. Thomas Jefferson could read Greek, Latin, French, Spanish, and Italian. He often wrote to friends about the importance of speaking foreign languages to better connect with the rest of the world—a message we should all pass on to our children.


The reality today is that this country needs well-educated bilingual and biliterate Americans in almost every field, at the national, state, and local levels—from the National Security Agency, recruiting individuals with language skills in Arabic, Chinese, Dari, Farsi, Pashtu, Russian, Sub-Saharan African, Turkish, and Urdu, to our public schools, which face a critical shortage of qualified bilingual teachers. If there’s a time to give bilingualism a future, it’s now. Like it or not, globalization is here to stay; we might as well make it work for us!








CHAPTER 1
Getting Past the Misconceptions About Bilingualism



Ethnic and national conflicts are most often precipitated when nation-states ignore demands for greater cultural and linguistic democracy, not—as is commonly assumed—when they accommodate them.


Stephen May, author of Language and Minority Rights


A Conscious Choice


As a bilingual mom-to-be, I was curious to see which language would feel most natural when I first met my twin girls. Although I associate French with family and nurturing, English has been my community language for the last twenty-seven years. I’ve spoken English in my graduate studies, my work, and my twelve-year marriage. For some bilingual parents, the language choice is not always obvious and sometimes only reveals itself the first time we hold our children. On our first day together in the hospital, the girls and I found ourselves bonding in French, and we’ve continued to do so ever since. I have to say, speaking French in the delivery room felt especially sweet and intimate with a nine-member crew of doctors, nurses, and an anesthesiologist working around us! (Twin deliveries create quite a commotion!)


Raising a bilingual child—either from birth or after relocation—is a necessity for many parents. We want to keep family ties intact and share our cultural selves with our children. However, as parents we have to make a conscious choice to keep our children bilingual. It’s a common misconception that children will simply pick up languages if they’re exposed to them. It takes commitment and creativity at home and in our communities for children to learn and, more importantly, maintain two languages. Which is probably why we all know at least one adult who’s expressed regret at having lost a parent’s native language. I believe we can succeed if we pay attention to the research, if we listen to the insights of successful bilingual adults, and if we learn as a family to mindfully integrate our native language and our cultural traditions in our daily lives.


EARLY SKILLS


To start, the research reminds us that learning two languages from birth is as natural as hearing and speaking only one language. McGill University Professor Fred Genesee, a well-respected scholar in childhood bilingualism, found that infants are able to discriminate between the sounds of two languages from a very early age, months before they can produce any sounds. Studies show that even the babbling of infants is language specific. (1) An infant with a Spanish father and an English-speaking mother will use Spanish sounds with his father and English sounds with his mother.


Research shows that the ability to hear different phonetic pronunciations is sharpest before the age of three. (2) Infants and toddlers can differentiate a wider variety of language sounds than older children. Under normal circumstances, children who are exposed to two languages from birth will learn to speak them with a native accent. Although everyone, at any age, should be encouraged to learn a second language, the biggest difference between children’s and adult’s bilingual development will be the ability to develop native-like pronunciation.


Another early benefit is the development of metalinguistic awareness as children learn to differentiate early on the two language systems used and understand that there are two (or more) words to name one particular object. (3) Before their second birthday, Natasha and Sofiya made the connection that French and English represented two separate languages.


As I sat Natasha down one day in her highchair and wrapped the belt around her waist, she looked at me and said, “Papa says seatbelt …Maman dit ceinture.” Even though I’m not a linguist, I could feel at that moment that something amazing was happening in her brain as she reflected on our home’s language mix. Out of curiosity I quizzed her further and asked what she said. Natasha without hesitation replied “Belt!” while Sofiya smiled at me and said, “Ceinture, Maman.” (They like to contradict one another, so with twins I’m guaranteed at least one answer in French!)


According to well-known Canadian scholar Ellen Bialystok, author of Language Processing in Bilingual Children, this ability to reflect on language as a system is “a crucial component of cognitive development because of its documented relation to language ability, symbolic development, and literacy skills.” This awareness often leads to a stronger appreciation for reading. (4) Children who are exposed to two languages learn to think about language and analyze it, the way travelers to another country start to think about their own behaviors and assumptions. This flexibility and creativity show up in clever ways as our children learn to speak and strengthen their budding bilingual cognitive skills. In these captivating early stages of language development, we’re witnessing what will soon be an exceptional language repertoire that will give them unique ways to express themselves and better communicate with the world around them.


Unfortunately, personal language choices and the benefits of early bilingualism are often overshadowed by negative misconceptions generated in the media, in schools, and in communities at large. It’s impossible to discuss bilingualism in the U.S. without encountering fear, ignorance, and prejudice. It’s important for parents who are reluctant to raise their children with two languages to understand the ways in which certain aspects of childhood bilingualism are misinterpreted or exaggerated. We must also be aware that our own attitudes and beliefs play a crucial role in helping our children sustain their languages as they grow. For example, if a parent has been made to believe that his native language is less relevant than English, his child will soon believe that message as well.


To make sure that our children reap all the lifelong cultural, social, and economic benefits of speaking two languages, let’s look at how scientific research objectively dispels the most common misconceptions of early bilingualism.


Language Delay


Not all children develop language at the same rate—a fact that sometimes confuses parents who relate language delay to their bilingual choice. In our personal experience there was a wide gap between Natasha’s and Sofiya’s language development. Natasha spoke twoand three-word combinations well before her second birthday, while Sofiya developed other skills and began two- and three-word combinations at around two-and-a-half years old. At first, we wondered why Sofiya wasn’t speaking as much as her sister. But we noticed that she was making progress nonetheless, adding new words to her vocabulary and following directions, so we decided to focus on what she was accomplishing in her own right instead of comparing her to her sister. Once we had made the decision to raise our girls bilingually—to understand different perspectives, to communicate and think creatively in two languages, to connect with people from diverse backgrounds—it seemed trivial to worry about whether they said their first words at 9 months or at 15 months!


When you read about language-delay issues from parents from different cultures, it soon becomes obvious that everyone—family, neighbors, pediatricians—bases their comments on cultural values that represent only one perspective. In her book How Language Comes to Children, psycholinguist Benedicte de Boysson-Bardies explains that, in general, “American mothers encourage their child to talk and, above all, to name …. while French mothers do not watch for linguistic performances, feeling instead that the child ought to be happy and well behaved and should play a great deal.” She adds, “Thus, too, German mothers expect their children to speak later than do Costa Rican mothers.” (5) Of course these are generalizations but they point to the central role culture plays in children’s language development. Parents around the world obviously have different expectations for their children.


Because of the emphasis in our U.S. culture on “doing everything early,” the term language delay is often misunderstood. There is such a wide time frame for reaching each language milestone that parents unwillingly find themselves comparing their children’s development with other children around them. Even with the best intentions, it’s difficult not to! However, according to the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, only three to ten percent of children will experience language delays. (6) Here are the association’s general guidelines for parents raising bilingual children: “Like other children, most bilingual children speak their first words by the time they are one year old (e.g., “mama” or “dada”). By age two, most bilingual children can use two-word phrases (e.g., “my ball” or “no juice”). These are the same language developmental milestones seen in children who learn only one language.” (7) Most speech pathologists and pediatricians agree that parents should watch for the more serious symptoms to keep things in perspective. They include:


• not babbling by 12 to 15 months


• not understanding simple commands by 18 months


• not talking by the age of two


• not using sentences by the age of three


• not being able to tell a simple story by the age of four or five (8)


In 2002, cognitive neuroscientist Laura-Ann Petitto and her colleague Ioulia Kovelman looked at different stages of brain development and matched them with four different time frames of bilingual language exposure. They concluded that early and extensive exposure to a second language is beneficial for brain development. According to Petitto, “This will occur without any of the dreaded ‘language contamination’ often attributed to early bilingual exposure.” (9)


Although it often is the most pressing issue for new parents raising bilingual children, there is simply no scientific data that proves that hearing and speaking two languages from birth will cause a language delay. As the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association stipulates, “Children all over the world learn more than one language without developing speech or language problems. Bilingual children develop language skills just as other children do.” (10)


ENOUGH LANGUAGE EXPOSURE?


Language delay may occur, however, if a child has sparse exposure to one of his languages. For example, if the parent who speaks the home language is also away at work most often, it will take much family and community support and resources to make sure the child hears and speaks that language enough with other adults and peers to reach the desired level of fluency. If parents worry about how much exposure their children are getting in the home language, the first step, according to researchers, is to get a detailed picture of how much daily input they receive in and outside the home. It’s like figuring out how much you spend a month—until you write it all down, you don’t realize that daily café latte is costing you $800 a year!


Although researchers have not agreed on the minimum amount of exposure needed for a child to master a language, they agree that parents will be more successful if they monitor the situation carefully. According to Professor Genesee, “Children are capable of learning two languages at the same time at the same rate as monolingual children provided they get continuous and rich exposure to both over an extended period of time.” (11) Parents need to provide their children with daily opportunities to learn and repeat a rich and varied vocabulary. It’s clear that if a child has sparse or sporadic exposure to one of his languages, he will not meet the expected milestones in language acquisition and is less likely to become bilingual.


CONSISTENCY


Language delay may also occur if a parent unexpectedly switches from one language to another, especially when the child is under age six. (12) This can happen following a relocation, for example, or because of pressure from school officials to drop the home language. The language we use to identify the world around us, and to communicate our feelings, our beliefs, and our values, is difficult to change without causing damage to the emotional bond we’ve created with our children. Tracey Tokuhama-Espinosa, author of Raising Multilingual Children, describes her personal experience with abruptly changing languages. When her youngest son was one-year-old, the family moved from Ecuador to Boston, and Tokuhama-Espinosa decided to switch from English to Spanish, to give the minority language more exposure.


Tokuhama-Espinosa and her husband spoke English together in the community, but spoke only Spanish at home. The consequences were quite alarming. In her book, the author reports that her son’s second year basically consisted of animal sounds, with very few words in the mix.


It was only after another move to Ecuador, then Switzerland, when the family had switched back to their original plan, with Tokuhama-Espinosa speaking English again at home, that their son, at age three, started to figure out his language environment. Based on her personal experience and her extensive research, Tokuhama-Espinosa concluded, “Switching languages on a small child, especially with everything else being changed at the same time (house, school, friends, food) can create great confusion and cause extreme stress and even rejection of the language, the country, and the parent.” (13)


Since each child is unique and each family has its own way of being, parents ultimately will know if something doesn’t feel right in their child’s language development. It’s important to note that if you suspect a hearing problem or a potential disorder, it’s always better to consult with a pediatrician who can recommend a bilingual speech therapist or a counselor for proper evaluation. If there is an issue, the earlier it’s detected, the better.


Semilingualism


When well-meaning people find out that you’re planning to raise your children in two languages, they may express concern that your strategy could lead to semilingualism—a lack of proficiency in either language as compared to monolingual children. Semilingualism means your children may have a smaller vocabulary, poor grammar, or trouble expressing complex thoughts and creativity. (14) It’s easy to see how the issue of semilingualism could be used to discourage or scare parents who wish to pass on their native language to their children. No parent wants their children to be “deficient” in their languages. However, most experts agree that fears of semilingualism are misguided. As Professor Ulrike Jessner, author of Linguistic Awareness in Multilinguals, explains, “Multilinguals are still seen as multiple monolinguals in one, which most of the time necessarily leads to the treatment of multilinguals as incompetent speakers in each of their languages.” (15)


SOCIAL AND POLITICAL PRESSURES


As more and more research is conducted on how bilinguals use their extensive language skills, scholars are realizing that semilingualism, or comparing language proficiency of bilinguals to monolinguals, is not helpful. The social and political power issues at work are obvious when, for instance, monolinguals mention semilingualism in connection with immigrants who want to maintain their native language, but not in connection with the education of children of diplomats.


It is more beneficial for our children’s critical language development to discuss ways in which parents, schools, and communities can work together to help young bilinguals enrich their vocabulary in both languages with more activities, books, and language programs.


If a child experiences a language delay in one of his languages, it can often be traced to an economic, social, or educational factor. Researchers agree that with better opportunities in school, better resources for teachers, less racism and discrimination, and more societal support for foreign languages, a child can learn to speak two languages. Instead of focusing on semilingualism as a reason not to encourage bilingualism, we’re better off finding ways to get children past the stage of poor grammar or low vocabulary.


We need to give children access to more books and encourage more parents to read with their children on a daily basis.



BALANCED BILINGUALISM?



Balanced bilingualism is a myth. Bilinguals use their languages in different situations, to discuss different topics; therefore they will never have the exact same proficiency in both languages. But even bilingual adults struggle with this unrealistic pressure to speak both languages perfectly. Bilinguals sometimes feel inferior to monolinguals—one mom calling herself “lazy”—when they struggle to express themselves in one of their languages. We can be hard on ourselves, but we can always improve our language skills, and we don’t need to belittle our accomplishments as bilinguals and all the cultural, social, and economic benefits we have acquired along the way. Although I identify myself as bilingual, I’m probably described as semilingual by some of my French relatives. For example, most of my research, writing, and studies on the subject of childhood bilingualism have been in English. So when I discuss this book with my French relatives, I do struggle to explain it all in French. On the other hand, in English I’ve struggled with basic vocabulary words while playing the board game Pictionary, believe it or not, which always makes my in-laws hesitate to be on my team! For some reason, I just never learned the words “gangplank,” “paddy wagon,” or “matterhorn.”


Everyone differs in their language proficiency, regardless of how many languages we speak. The focus of the conversation should be on how we can improve our skills and our children’s skills as bilinguals, rather than on whether we should drop one language for fear of semilingualism. It also helps when we do our part as parents to better educate the people around us—friends, co-workers, teachers—about what it means to us to be bilingual, how we use our languages in different circumstances, and the important role that bilingualism plays in our familial and social relationships.



Language Overload



Even those of us who understand the benefits of bilingualism and whole-heartedly wish to pass on our native language to our children sometimes suffer a lingering fear that we’re overloading our young children’s brains. We worry because we’re looking at the situation from an adult’s perspective. We inadvertently underestimate our children’s ability to learn. But if we approach language learning in the same loving and gentle way in which we encouraged their first steps and their first drawings, we don’t need to worry. Every piece of empirical evidence I have found on the subject—U.S.-based and international—shows that, under normal circumstances, children can learn two (or more) languages, naturally and effortlessly, if they need them to communicate.


The brain of a child is remarkably malleable, according to scientists, and it provides significant clues to the development of a second or third language. A group of neurologists who studied the brains of children who experienced a stroke around the ages of six and seven found that, surprisingly, language development was not affected but was actually rerouted to a different part of the brain. For an adult, on the other hand, the same kind of injury will often cause a permanent loss of language. (16) This startling evidence of the brain’s plasticity in early childhood helps explain why, under normal circumstances, young children are capable of handling a second or third language without being burdened by it. As bilingual speech-language pathologist Grace Libardo Alvarez concludes, “Infants have a biological capacity for multilingualism.” (17)


There are a few things parents can keep in mind when they feel anxious about language overload:


• Don’t try to speed things up—let your child’s language development happen naturally, as you did when you watched him take his first steps.


• Talk to other parents with older bilingual children and learn from their experience.


• Don’t project your own difficulties in learning a second or third language onto your child’s language development.


• Stay positive and enthusiastic. Our own attitudes and assumptions will greatly influence how our children approach language learning. Encouragement and optimism can go a long way.


Theodore Andersson, author of A Guide to Family Reading in Two Languages, believes that “We grossly underestimate the capacities of children.” He offers this advice: “By observing their own children closely, by responding fully to their questions, and by surrounding them with interesting materials and activities, parents can learn something of their children’s potential and refrain from inhibiting their learning by limiting their expectations.” (18)


Some people argue that children of low socioeconomic status have enough hardships and shouldn’t be burdened with the extra demands of bilingualism. Their concern may be well-meaning but it’s a devastating misconception.


Everywhere we can see the economic, cultural, educational, and social benefits of sustaining a first language while learning English. Our world languages create and reinforce our ties to our families and to our language communities and contribute to our social and psychological well-being. For children who relocate to a new culture, the home language can become their lifeline that helps them connect their past to the present. Maintaining their native language gives them a better sense of who they are and where they come from.


When we encourage young children—of all socioeconomic groups—to develop both languages, we’re not just helping them integrate their different cultural selves; we’re also guiding them toward more academic success, healthy social relationships with both cultural groups, more tolerance and acceptance toward other people, and a stronger financial future. As author Tokuhama-Espinosa reminds us, “A child’s life experiences up to age seven form her treasure chest of neuro-connections. What she has been lucky enough to hear, smell, taste, touch, and see up to this point are the basis for all future learning.” (19) (I like to remind myself about that every time I’m about to embark on another international flight with two preschoolers!)
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