VIS PARENTS
The advantages of bilingualism:  nurturing your child’s languages.

Some helpful information about bilingual language development, how to contact a teacher for your language, and a basic outline of the ESL programme.

HOW MANY LANGUAGES DOES YOUR CHILD SPEAK AND WRITE (Adapted from "Bilingualism in the Home" by Jim Cummins)

This article is to clarify some misconceptions about how language is learned, about why you should speak your mother-tongue with your children at home (even if they still know very little English), and about how you can make sure they can learn to speak and write English well while developing their mother-tongue skills at the same time. Research shows that when parents actively develop the mother tongue in the home, their children consistently perform better than monolingual children in all subjects at school.
Parents have often been told by educators that the use of the mother tongue at home will hurt their children's progress in English and other school subjects. Following the teacher's advice, many parents try to use English in communicating with their children even though they are more comfortable in their mother tongue. When this happens, children seldom develop their mother tongue skills and they may still experience difficulty in school.
How should parents prepare their children to do well at school? Is it true that using English in the home will help children acquire that language? Is it worthwhile to try to promote bilingualism in the home and, if so, how can this be done?
Until recently, there was little research available to answer these questions. However, we have learned an enormous amount about how children's language skills develop in both monolingual and bilingual homes. We have also discovered some of the most important ways in which parents can encourage their children's success in school. Here are some of the answers to questions parents frequently ask about using the mother tongue in the home.
Will bilingualism confuse children's thinking and hurt their school progress? No, quite the opposite; a large number of research studies show very clearly that bilingualism can increase children's language abilities and help their progress in school. However, for children to experience these beneficial effects of bilingualism it is important that both their languages continue to develop. Children who can read and write as well as speak two languages have a major advantage not just in school but also in finding jobs after school.
Unfortunately, however, in the past many children have not developed reading and writing skills in their mother tongue.

Educators have tended to blame some children's school failures on bilingualism itself rather than on the way the school treated bilingual children. This is why well-meaning educators still sometimes believe that bilingualism causes confusion in thinking and that parents should use as much English as possible. These educators are quite simply wrong and their advice to parents to use English in the home can lower the quality of communication between parents and children. This in turn can have very detrimental effects on children's development since there is strong evidence that quality and quantity of communication in the home provides children with the basis for performing well in school.
In summary bilingualism is associated with educational difficulties only when children come to school without a good foundation in their mother tongue.

When parents actively develop the mother tongue in the home, children come to school with the necessary foundation for acquiring high levels of reading and writing skills in English. Research shows that these children consistently perform better than monolingual children on both linguistic and educational tasks. The better the children's home language is developed, the more successfully they acquire high levels of English educational skills.
How can parents lay the foundations for school success and mother tongue development?
Language is learned primarily through communication with other people. Research shows that the more communication children experience at home the better developed their language skills will be. This is especially important for the development of mother tongue skills since the language is seldom reinforced by the child's environment outside school.
However, the quality of communication is just as, if not more, important than quantity alone. The language adults use helps children become aware of the many different aspects of objects and events around them. For example, during a shopping trip to the fruit market (or any store), adults can develop children's concepts (in their mother tongue) by bringing their attention to the shapes, colours, sounds, textures and size of objects and events around them. This is done naturally through conversation, without explicit teaching. In other words, conversation with children in everyday situations expands their minds and develops their thinking skills.
In addition to conversing with children, adults can help prepare their children to succeed in school by encouraging them to take an active interest in books and in the print that surrounds them in the environment (e.g. signs, posters, etc.). The child's first major task in school is learning to read. Children who come to school with a knowledge that the print around them carries important meanings and with an interest in books and stories often learn to read very quickly. Parents can promote this knowledge and interest either by reading or telling their children stories in their mother tongue.
After the child has mastered some reading skills, parents can encourage their child to read them stories (in either their mother tongue or English).
This "sharing of literacy" between adults and children in the home both before and during the school years appears to play an important part in laying a strong foundation for children's success.
In short, you can help your children do better at school by encouraging them to read novels and textbooks in their mother tongue. Many students at the Vienna International School retain their mother tongue fluency when speaking, but often fail to develop their reading and writing skills sufficiently.

By spending time with your children on reading and writing in their mother tongue, you will not only be helping them retain their own cultural heritage, you will actually be helping them develop skills which transfer directly to English, in addition to giving them the confidence that they can perform equally well in two languages.
Mother Tongue Maintenance

There is a great awareness among educators at the VIS of the importance of the maintenance of students' mother tongues. VIS has English as the language of instruction in which all academic subjects are taught. This language is theoretically a "second language" for the students. Thus the presence of non-native speakers of the school language is not accidental, and bilingualism is the normal outcome of monolingual education when the school language is different from the mother-tongue.
Research shows conclusively that lack of a solid grounding in the mother tongue not only leads to difficulties in acquiring the language expertise which would be expected (following a programme of total immersion in the second language) but may also have psychological implications. Students with no real language of their own may suffer from a loss of identity or experience problems arising from conceptualisation in
language half comprehended. It is also apparent that, especially from the ages of 12​15, students who can follow the school curriculum in their mother tongue will perform better in the language of instruction in these subjects than those who have had no equivalent mother-tongue instruction, even if following an intensive course in the language of instruction.
In addition there is the situation in the world today where there are decreasing opportunities for work outside the country of origin, so that reintegration into national cultures may well become increasingly important to international students. Students who have not formally studied their native language may be fluent orally but will have a limited vocabulary, acquired mainly at home and on holiday, and will experience difficulties in reading and writing for any academic purposes. They will, therefore, be handicapped in attending university in their own country. Encouraging them to improve their mother tongue skills would also help them readjust to life in their country, thus enabling them to integrate more easily and share the advantages of their international experience.
Wherever possible, therefore, VIS encourages mother tongue maintenance by the appropriate dissemination of information through students and parents, by timetabling a mother tongue slot for such classes during the day or after school, by allowing students in all grades to present mother tongue as an elective, and by giving credit for the time and effort spent on this study by including mother tongue studies on report cards and records.
NB: Mother-tongue classes have to be privately financed by the parents, though some organizations (e.g. the UN) and countries refund some or all of the cost.
The name and telephone number of the teacher for your language:
Language:

Teacher(s):

Telephone No.:
Maurice Carder
Head, ESL and Mother Tongue Department
Room 153

Telephone No. 2035595/277

E-Mail mcarder@vis.ac.at 

At the Vienna International School instruction is necessarily in one language, namely English, but an active encouragement of the students' mother tongues will help broaden their cognitive and academic skills, and add to the cultural richness of the school.

ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE

Before entering the mainstream curriculum, ESL students need to advance to a sufficient level of English proficiency so that they can use English as a tool for learning subject matter. This need becomes particularly acute from the middle primary grades onward because the cognitive demands of subjects such as social studies, science, and mathematics become, much greater than they have been at the primary grade level. By the middle primary grades, students are expected to have mastered basic skills in reading, writing, and computation. At this level and increasingly at higher grade levels, the curriculum requires the use of English as a medium of thought. Students need to be able to read to acquire new information, to write to express their understanding of new concepts, to use computation skills in mathematics to solve mathematics word problems, and to apply effective learning strategies to all areas of the curriculum. For the ESL student, these requirements of the upper primary and secondary school entail additional language demands. Language proficiency, which may have previously focused on communicative competence, must now focus on academic competence.

This shows in particular the difference between the more communicative focus in the Primary School, and the greater academic demands made by the Secondary School. Children entering the school at ages 7 or 8 with little knowledge of English should soon reach a level of language competence that enables them to participate successfully in the full school programme. However, those that arrive at the school at ages 11 or 12 (or older) have two tasks awaiting them:
1.
To improve their English;

2.
To follow the full school academic programme.
If their knowledge of English is minimal, they clearly cannot follow the curriculum - they will need special instruction (provided by the ESL and MT department) in English language skills. After one year they will be in a better position to cope with the demands of the curriculum, but will have missed one year of its content; this is the dilemma posed by those attending a school in which the language of instruction is different from theirs; they are continually aiming at a moving target, i. e. the more time they spend learning English, the more they miss the content of the school academic programme.
Solutions

These are provided by the school as far as possible but there is also much that you, as parents, can do.
The ESL programme is, where possible, and given sufficient staffing, divided into two levels, which correspond to an increasing knowledge of English. In the first level (Beginners) those with no (or very little) English are taught in a special programme. They receive English language lessons from specialist staff, and additional lessons where the emphasis is on learning the specific language skills needed for subjects.

The emphasis in all ESL classes is on attention to the individual's needs, and as soon as a student is making good progress he or she is moved up to the next level. However, experience has shown that if this process is rushed it can have negative effects, so a balance is maintained between motivating the student to progress, and providing the most suitable programme.

In the next level, the student joins more content area classes. These are ESL Literature, which parallels the mainstream English curriculum, and ESL Language, which focuses on all language work.  In grades 9 and 10 there is also ESL Humanities, which parallels the mainstream class.
Amongst this state of flux it is a good thing to have certain recognized grammatical norms on which to base teaching, and there is a core of grammar which must be mastered effectively if the learner is to be able to generate new sentences by himself. However, the most important point of all is that our students learn how to use the language effectively in all its aspects - spoken, written, etc. Older styles of language teaching produced too many pupils who knew all the `rules', but still could not use the language.
Some people believe language teaching is inseparable from the teaching of the culture of that language. Whilst language and culture are clearly closely linked, and many people around the globe believe that the cultures of the main English speaking countries are worthy of study, it is no longer considered vital for students to learn about British or USA `culture'.
Books – Magazines

You should make sure that your child has a good bilingual dictionary (from your language to English, and English to your language), and also a good English language dictionary.  The ESL and MT department will give all ESL students a dictionary.
The Bilingual Family Newsletter will keep you in touch with the world of bilingual families, and a subscription form is enclosed on the next page and a typical extract is also shown.
The ESL and Mother Tongue Department is in room 153, the telephone extension number is 277. ESL staff are always ready to talk to you about your child's progress, or matters concerning language, preferably by appointment.

Stage 1: Amalgamation

There is no separation between the two languages. The two languages are mixed when talking. Only one word seems to be known for each object or action. Some words and phrases are a mixture from two languages. Many parents of bilingual children worry during this stage about mixing languages. However, such mixing is only temporary. Children speak their mixed language to different people. The two languages appear to be stored as a single system in the thinking quarters.
Stage 2: Differentiation

There is a growing separation of languages. Children will increas​ingly use a different language to each parent. Equivalent words in the two languages are known. However, phrases and sentences may reflect just one grammar system (e.g. saying 'This is brush Mummy' rather than 'This is Mummy's brush'). Also, there will be some mixing of languages as the child will not have equivalents for all words.
Stage 3: Separation

While there is still a little mixing of the two languages, separation has mostly been achieved. The child is aware of which language to speak to which person. Awareness of having two languages begins. The child increasingly observes the different grammar of the two languages. Such differentiation is gradual.

THE BILINGUAL FAMILY NEWSLETTER

News and Views for Intercultural People
This Newsletter's ever increasing popularity and circulation reflects its widening breadth and depth of cover. Written and edited to make it readily understandable by families and individuals from all walks of life, it is both of immediate importance to all of us in bilingual situations and a valuable reminder to academics that they are dealing with real people's lives. It both celebrates the joys and successes of bilingualism and seeks to ease some of the worries caused by the uncertainties of the modern world, added to in some cases by malicious legislation seeking to prolong the unnatural state of monolingualism.  Recent innovations include more coverage of the bilingual scene in the USA including a regular, topical column by journalist James Crawford. See his website: 
http://ourworld.compuserve.com/homepages/jwcrawford 

To order the Bilingual Family Newsletter, write to:

Multilingual Matters Ltd

Frankfurt Lodge, Clevedon Hall

Victoria Road,

Clevedon, England BS21 7HH

Fax: +44 (0) 1275 871673

Email: info@multilingual-matters.com
www.multilingual-matters.com
Subscription Rates: 4 times per year:  US$18.00. Euros 20.
Critical Periods and Becoming Bilingual
An authoritative review is provided by Singleton (1989) showing that a critical period of language development is now discredited. Singleton concludes that language acquisition is a continuous process that begins at birth and continues throughout life. There is no absolute age limit beyond which it is impossible to become bilingual. First and second language acquisition will continue well into adulthood. The idea that language learning capacity peaks between the ages of two and 14 is not supported from international research. The develop​ment of the thinking processes, memorization, writing and reading skills that are all part of language acquisi​tion, occur in older children and well into adulthood.
However, there are often advantageous periods. Research shows that, for reasons not yet fully under​stood, acquiring a language before puberty has advan​tages for pronunciation. After the age of about 12, it becomes more difficult to acquire authentic pronuncia​tion. Developing a second language in the primary school is advantageous, giving an early foundation and many more years ahead for that language to mature. In the nursery, kindergarten and primary school years, a second language is acquired rather than learnt. So while there are no critical periods, there are advanta​geous periods. Such periods occur when there is a higher probability of language acquisition due to cir​cumstances, time available, teaching resources and motivation.
Are Bilinguals Better 
Language Learners?

Jasone Cenoz

`The more languages you know the easier it is to learn a new language' is a common remark that we have heard many times in our lives. In contrast, it is also common to hear teachers' and parents' comments worrying about children who are exposed to several languages. They think that this situation could have a negative effect on the child's development. Nowadays it is a very common situation for bilingual children to learn an additional language and there are many questions that can be asked as related to this situation.
Do all bilinguals learn third languages in similar situations?

There is great diversity in third language acquisition situations. Some children are exposed to three languages at home. Other children are already bilingual when they are exposed to a third language in the community or day-care centres. There is a lot of variability regarding the languages involved, some are close to each other (i.e. German and Dutch) and others are completely different (i.e. Japanese and Italian); some are minority languages and others are spoken by the majority of the population in a country or in several countries. Some bilingual children receive instruction in three languages at school or have one or two of the languages as languages of instruction and the other(s) as subjects. Some other children have no instruction in the language or languages they speak at home.
Is it true that bilinguals learn languages more easily than monolinguals?

Most research on the effect of bilingualism on third language acquisition shows that bilinguals have advantages over monolinguals when learning an additional language. Some of these studies have been carried out with bilingual children who can speak Basque and Spanish or Catalan and Spanish in Spain and learn English as a third language. Other studies have been conducted in other areas of Europe (Switzerland, Austria, Germany), Canada or the United States. The studies indicate that bilinguals progress faster than monolinguals when learning a third language. This advantage is reflected in higher scores in oral and written tests. There are different types of bilinguals and those who are highly proficient in their two languages obtain better results than others. This could be due to the possibility of transferring many aspects of proficiency from one language to others.
Do bilinguals get confused if they are exposed to a third language?

Many examples of early trilingualism (some of them reported in the BFN) show that children who are exposed to

"...bilingual children can develop a higher level of metalinguistic awareness... they tend to understand better the way languages work."

three languages do not present problems in their cognitive or linguistic development. Research conducted in this area shows that children exposed to three languages do not usually mix languages more than other children. When speaking one language they sometimes borrow words from the other languages they know but this does not mean that they are confused about the languages they know, they just use their other languages as a strategy to go on speaking.
Why do bilinguals have advantages over monolinguals?

According to research studies, bilingual children can develop a higher level of metalinguistic awareness: that is they tend to understand better the way languages work. This advantage is useful when learning an additional language. Moreover, bilingual children already know two languages and they can relate the new words, sounds or structures they learn in a new language to the languages they already know. This use of other languages is more common when the languages are close than when the languages are completely different. Bilinguals also tend to have better communicative skills and this can also explain their good results in third language learning.
Do all bilinguals have advantages?

Not all bilinguals have advantages over monolinguals when learning an additional language. Some studies have found that some bilingual immigrant children do not present advantages over monolingual children. These results may be related to social factors and educational factors. The social conditions for these children are not optimal and in many cases their first language is not used at school and they cannot fully develop it.
Is bilingualism the most important factor in language acquisition?

Bilingualism is one of the factors that influences language acquisition but it is not the only factor or not even the most important one. Some individual characteristics such as aptitude for languages, motivation or socio-educational background can be more important than bilingualism. The specific family and educational contexts in which third language acquisition takes place are also important.

(All the diagrams, and the ‘Advantages of Bilingualism’ points, are taken from ‘The Care and Education of Young Bilinguals’ by Colin Baker, 2000, Multilingual Matters).
The Advantages of Being Bilingual





Some of the potential advantages of bilingualism and bilingual education are: 





Communication Advantages





• 	Wider communication (extended family, community, international links, employment).


• 	Literacy in two languages. 





Cultural Advantages





• 	Broader enculturation, deeper multiculturalism, two 'language worlds' of experience.


• 	Greater tolerance and less racism.





Cognitive Advantages





• 	Thinking benefits (e.g. creativity, sensitivity to communication) 





Character Advantages





• 	Raised self-esteem. 


• 	Security in identity. 





Curriculum Advantages





• 	Increased curriculum achievement. 


• 	Ease in learning a third language. 





Cash and Career Advantages





• Economic and employment benefits.�





Stages of Early Bilingual Development
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