Introduction (Preface) 2-1

· If you are bilingual and you are thinking about or currently raising your children to be bilingual, this book is for you.

· If you are NOT bilingual, but wonder if you might be able to raise your children to be bilingual, this book is also for you.

· Or if you are just interested in the amazing story of how children learn two or more languages at the same time, this book is for you, too.

Raising Bilingual Children is a guidebook for what to do and what to expect when you’re parenting a bilingual-to-be.  It also contains general background information that will take you beyond the how, to the why and wherefore.  Sometimes you will use the book as a quick reference to help with a specific strategy.  Another time, you may find that you are fascinated, as I am, with the miraculous achievements of small children on their path to language and literacy, and you want to hear a fuller account of what is happening at different stages.  The book gives you this bigger picture as well.


In RBC, I want to share with you my passion for languages and my hopes for universal bilingualism.  “Universal” might be too strong, but why not?  We all grow up speaking a language. Why don’t we all grow up speaking two (or more)?  When I speak to people from Guatemala, Denmark, Israel, or India, for example, they say that children are expected to grow up bilingual. It is not at all unusual.  In the U.S. the families of diplomats, international business people, and movie stars do it.  Their lifestyles may not be typical, but their children are typical children.  They are born with the same language learning equipment as your children and mine.

Personal Fascination/ Professional Interest


My own interest in bilingual development is both personal and professional. I was not raised bilingually myself.  I first became bilingual as a university exchange student.  Maybe it was just the magic of being twenty years old in Paris, but I felt transformed when I discovered a larger world through living in another language.  Because I could speak to them in their language, I heard stories from people whose unique lives I would never have been able to imagine at home in New York.  Somehow I found myself more outgoing when I was speaking French, and even surprised myself by writing poetry in that language--which is not something I typically did in English. Although I was technically beyond the age for learning a second language like a native speaker, I was often mistaken for a native speaker of French.  It felt, like winning a medal in the language Olympics—bronze if I was taken for someone from a province in France, and silver if they thought I was Swiss.  (“Gold” would have been passing for a Parisian.  I never won that one.)

Nor were my children raised bilingually from birth. (After all, I didn’t have this book!)  Fortunately, we lived in the language-rich city of Miami, Florida and they showed great interest in language as young children and teens. Now as adults they, too, are bilingual—but not “near-native” as they might have been had they learned their second languages earlier.  

Although speaking two languages has been an important part of my adult life, I missed out on the early childhood experience of living in two languages. Happily, my career as a university researcher gave me the gift of sharing closely in the experience of 25 families committed to raising their children bilingually.  These families generously permitted my colleagues at the University of Miami and me to record as many aspects of their babies’ growth as we could without becoming downright intrusive.  We met the babies at around three months of age before they were babbling, and we watched them grow up learning to speak two languages right before our eyes. Through their frequent visits to our lab, we became friends with many of the families, and several parents continued bringing their children back to see us long after the funding for the study ended and many of the results had been published.  Our project was one of the first to study a large group of young bilinguals rather than a case study of a single child.  In many ways it was like 25 case studies.  How different the 25 experiences were from each other was as fascinating as the general developmental patterns we observed.

The infant study was another kind of first as well.  It was my first entrée into bilingualism research.  Eventually the University of Miami Bilingualism Study Group (BSG), that I coordinated with D. K. Oller, [fn] was funded for work with bilingual groups at many ages, from those first bilingual babies, to bilingual toddlers, bilingual school children, bilingual university students, and a few bilingual adults. The BSG was a wonderfully collegial group, and from those studies we jointly wrote an academic book and a significant number of peer-reviewed publications and presentations. This experience has enabled me to sift through the growing and sometimes contradictory information that is now being made available and present to you what I think will be most helpful to parents.  

Who is this book for?
This book is for parents or future parents and their friends and relatives.  If you are a parent, this book will give you the information you need about choosing two languages for your children—how and why--and will reassure you that science is on your side if you do. If you are a relative or friend, you will learn to understand the needs of young bilingual families. I will also be happy if this book finds its way into the hands of people who have not given bilingualism any thought. This book will teach you how you [as a parent] can recognize or create an environment where your family will flourish in two languages.  It offers both a broad background overview and detailed steps you can take to provide your children the motivation and the opportunity for meaningful interactions in two languages within the normal routines of your life.

Many readers already have the vision to see the advantages for children of being bilingual. Some of you are reproducing for your own children the conditions that led you to become bilingual as a child.  Others of you want to improve on the language experience you had in a monolingual home and smooth the way for your children to grow up speaking two languages.

Information, encouragement, and practical advice

In many would-be bilingual families, even in those where two languages are spoken by the adults, parents may lack practical guidance for the journey. This is a source book for you, with information, encouragement and hands-on advice for creating and maintaining a bilingual environment for your children.  

This book will confirm your feeling that raising your child to speak two languages has distinct advantages.  It provides studies to demonstrate this, as well as advice from people who have successfully raised bilingual children or who were themselves raised bilingually from childhood.  Whenever possible, I include resources that can help parents build a household that fosters bilingual growth.

I also play the “devil's advocate” to examine the objections and negative arguments toward childhood bilingualism which you may have heard—that two languages confuse children, or that learning a second language too early will weaken a child’s English.  The information and examples you will find from reading this book will enable you to answer those questions easily and will boost your confidence in your decision to raise your child to speak two languages.

Because I am in the U.S., I use the U.S. throughout as my frame of reference, but the information and advice you will find here are by no means limited to this country. In fact, all the suggestions may be easier to implement elsewhere.  If parents can raise bilingual children in the U.S. in the 21st century, they can do it anywhere.

 I want to excite you about the possibility of raising a bilingual child and help you do it.  Personally I am still holding out for a few bilingual grandchildren and godchildren.  Perhaps this book can be some help to them as well as to other readers!

How to use this book

The eight chapters of this book follow a logical sequence, but we also expect that busy parents will consult its sections in different orders, depending on what their current need is.  The first Table of Contents below follows the order of the pages.  The second table is arranged by frequently asked questions (or FAQs):  Where do I go if I want to see how other families have organized the languages in their children’s lives? (Chapter 5)  Where can I check out whether my child’s hearing impairment will interfere with his learning two languages? (Chapter 6)  Do you have recommendations for “language travel” with my children? (Chapter 4 and 5) and so on.
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3. The basics of being bilingual (Chapter 3)

4. The factors that help (or hinder) a child’s effort to learn two languages natively (Chapters 4)
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FAQs: Are you wondering about any of this? Jump straight to the appropriate sections of the book to get your answers.

1. When is the best time to start?: 

· Should we begin speaking both languages to our child right away? 
· If not right away, then at what age? 

· When is it too late to start another language?

2. How do I do this?: 

· How should we communicate with our child so he grows up to be bilingual? 

· How to best alternate between the two languages?

· How to help our child distinguish between the languages? 

· Will my child get confused?

3. How difficult is it for my child to learn two (or more) languages?: 
· Do bilingual children develop language in the same way monolingual children do?
· Are they having a harder time with it?
· How do I make sure he or she develops equal skills in both languages? 
4. Worried about your child's English skills?: 
· Will my child have problems speaking English in school if he speaks another language at home? 

· Will he have any problems communicating with other children his age because he uses a different language at home and outside of school? 

5. Finding the right school: 
· How do I find an appropriate school for my child? 

· Is it a good idea to place my child in a bilingual program? 

· What kind of programs are good for my child? 

· Where do I find them?
6. Looking for friends and other families like yours?: 
· How do I find other bilingual children or children who speak the same, alternate language to interact with? 

· How can I form a play group? 

· Where do I find other bilingual families?

7. How can I assist my child's language development?: 
· How do I make sure that my child doesn't lose the language as he or she gets older? 

· How do I get him to keep using both languages if he starts to lose interest in one of them? 

· What are some activities I can use to help my child become bilingual?

8. I'm  monolingual, but…: 
· I do not speak Spanish (or another language); how to I go about helping my child learn Spanish (or another language) bilingually?
9. When do I know there's a problem?: 

· How do I know that my child is doing well? 

· What are the signs of a language delay or disorder? 

· What can I do if my child is embarrassed to speak the minority language?

10. Typical mistakes and pitfalls: 
· What are the biggest mistakes parents make? 

[Notes:

1) I use the word “bi-lingual” as a synonym for speaking more than one language, just as I follow the convention of calling any language after the first, a “second” language, whether it is the third or the tenth.]

2) When I talk about languages I say “speak” and “listen,” but do not mean to exclude sign languages, which are “spoken” with the hands and “heard” with the eyes.  People who know both a sign and spoken language (or two signed languages) are an important subset of bilinguals and the ideas expressed in this book apply equally to them.

3) In the preparation of this book, I polled about 75 families for the details of their motivations and their experiences. Quotes sprinkled throughout the chapters are from them unless otherwise noted.
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