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Introduction

Living Languages is a play on words. Are the languages being lived
by the people, or are the languages themselves alive? I hope that by
the end of this book you agree that both are true.This book is about
multilingualism across the human lifespan: how languages are
learned at different developmental stages, why this is so, and how to
take advantage of this knowledge to more efficiently integrate lan-
guages into our lives.This book is also about the brain and languages
and how studies in cognitive neuroscience explain (or reject) theo-
ries from linguists, psychologists, and bilingual educators. Different
periods in human development lend themselves to different lan-
guage learning processes for social, neurological, and psychological
reasons.

There is no one-size-fits-all recommendation for parents and teach-
ers related to foreign language acquisition. This book argues that a
person’s learning potential can be nurtured and maximized through
the application of best practice strategies and methodologies. Finally,
this book is about you and all the key players in your multilingual life.
When an individual and his family choose a life with many languages,
each person in that unit has a role to fulfill.Are the home, school, and
community all sending the child a unified message about the benefits
of multilingualism? Or does one or more of these players devalue the
experience? Does the school curriculum lend itself to cultivating lan-
guages, or does it impede such growth? Do community leaders recog-
nize the value of multilingual and multicultural contributions, or are



they ethnocentric in their views? This book explores the many com-
binations of the realities that are possible in today’s world, placing
special emphasis on the roles of families and schools in enhancing the
foreign language learning experience.

Chapter 1 begins by reviewing the ten key factors in raising mul-
tilingual children (aptitude, timing, motivation, strategy, consistency,
opportunity, the linguistic relationship between the languages, sib-
lings, gender and hand-use as a reflection of cerebral dominance),
which are detailed in my first book, Raising Multilingual Children.
Each of these factors and its importance, even in its absence, is
explained. When an individual can determine his own “recipe,” or
combination of factors, then his unique mix points to how he can
best manage languages in his life.

Chapter 2 celebrates how lucky we are to be living at this partic-
ular point in history. Today languages are highly valued around the
world by a myriad of professions, something that marks a turning
point in human linguistic endeavors. Never before in the history of
the world have so many people been literate in multiple languages.
Never before has the demand for people who speak other languages
and have a window into other cultures been so high. Never before
has there been so great a need to improve communication between
different countries, businesses, and individuals as there is today.

Chapters 3 delves into languages across the human lifespan and
defines seven different life stages from birth to adulthood: (1) bilin-
gualism from birth; (2) early childhood; (3) the elementary school
years; (4) the middle school years; (5) the high school years; (6) the
university years; and (7) adulthood.This book acknowledges the dif-
ferences between child and adult foreign language education and
offers recommendations for how to maximize language learning at
each stage.

Chapter 4 focuses on the distinction of language for school ver-
sus language for play, or academic versus social language skills.This
is followed by the developmental steps of language acquisition,
from comprehension to speaking to reading and finally writing.The
chapter details the difference between learning to read and write in
first, second, and third languages as well as the importance of the
mother tongue, or native language, as it relates to learning subse-
quent languages.

Chapter 5 explains how third languages differ from second lan-
guages in terms of how they are learned.The discussion covers seven
key elements that influence the success of trilingualism: (1) first lan-
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guage proficiency; (2) linguistic awareness and metacognition; (3) time
on task; (4) education level of the learner; (5) parent involvement;
(6) teacher qualifications; and (7) learner self-esteem. This section
shows how undertaking more than two languages is distinct from,
yet complementary to, bilingualism.

Chapter 6 is dedicated to explaining how the brain works when it
takes on more than one language. This chapter explains what is
known to date about the location of language in the brains of mono-
linguals versus multilinguals, including how age of acquisition, lan-
guage combinations, and the level of formal or informal instruction
can be influential. Knowing how the brain works when it takes on
more than one language helps readers understand what normal com-
plications can arise and how to respond in order to become more
efficient in the learning process. We then conclude with one of the
least tangible aspects of language learning but one of the most
important, in my opinion, the role of emotions in language learning.
Because no two brains are alike, generalizing about the localization
of skills would be irresponsible, but so would ignoring data that can
aid emerging multilinguals.This section supplies a cautious, descrip-
tive analysis of the multilingual brain.

Chapter 7 focuses on the impact different key players in a person’s
life have on language learning—including families, schools, and society—
and what these players can do to encourage the best possible learning
environments. It begins by looking at realistic spheres of influence, or
feasible things the individual and his family have control over and can
actually do to help language flourish in the home. This section then
considers what parents should expect from the school, as well as
which curriculum structures appear to be most conducive to foreign
language acquisition. Finally, this chapter gives examples of what suc-
cessful multilingual schools look like in practice.

Chapter 8 offers a personal reflection and recounts our family
story covering five countries, four languages, three kids, two nation-
alities, and one home.This section shares several real-life examples
in keeping with Raising Multilingual Children’s documentation of
the development of multilingual skills in my own three children and
others we have the privilege of knowing. In keeping with recorded
accounts in my first two books, this book tracks our family’s con-
tinued language development and demonstrates how we daily turn
theory into practice.

Throughout these chapters this book asks the reader to philoso-
phize as to whether languages are being lived by the people, or
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whether the languages themselves are alive. From an individual’s
view, Living Languages is how we sense the emotion of words dif-
ferently when we speak in distinct tongues. It is also about the cul-
tural insight that diverse vocabularies bring us, and the introspection
that words from different countries inspire in us. Most importantly,
Living Languages describes the distinct conceptual organization of
the mind when using different languages. On the other hand, lan-
guages themselves are alive. From a linguistic perspective, Living
Languages explains how each individual language is bathed in dif-
ferent connotations of significance, how an object is open to inter-
pretation based on its placement in a sentence, and judgment about
the hierarchy of meanings based on distinct grammatical forms.The
structure of each language influences how we interpret our world
when we use it. Combined, the individual and linguistic perspectives
of Living Languages confirm our identity as multilinguals using var-
ious lenses to see the world.We’ll begin by looking at the factors that
influence successful multilingualism.

xii Introduction
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Raising Multilingual Children:
The Ingredients, the Recipes,
and Your Personal Banquet
(Why This Book Is for You)

RAISING AND TEACHING MULTILINGUAL CHILDREN

When I wrote Raising Multilingual Children, my first book about
children and foreign languages, I wanted families and practitioners
to understand that there are various ways that children can combine
ten key factors influencing successful language acquisition, and that
each combination is unique to the individual.This means that no one
can tell you, “Do X and you are sure to raise a balanced bilingual,”
or, “Avoid Y and you can be sure your students will leave your class
biliterate.” The ten key factors in raising multilingual children are
aptitude, timing, motivation, strategy, consistency, opportunity, the
linguistic relationship between the languages, siblings, gender, and
hand use as it reflects cerebral dominance. Each one of these ten fac-
tors is important in every child’s success with foreign languages.
Awareness of these factors can help teachers in their vital role of
facilitating the language-learning process. These factors are briefly
described here.

Aptitude

Each person is born with a certain aptitude for different life skills.
People with a high aptitude for foreign languages learn languages
easily; people with low language-learning aptitude learn languages
with difficulty. You cannot influence how much aptitude a person



has, but you can make the most of what exists.The aptitude for for-
eign languages runs on par with aptitudes in other fields—such as a
gift for physics, ballet, math, or painting. Roughly ten percent of the
population has high aptitude for learning foreign languages. Is apti-
tude inherited? Some acknowledge that high aptitude for foreign
languages runs in families, but this could be due to family lifestyles
rather than to genes. It may some day be argued that the gene for
language (FOXP2) is what lends itself to aptitude, though that has
not yet been confirmed. John Carroll and Stanley Sapon’s Modern
Language Aptitude Test (1959) and the Pimsleur Language Aptitude
Battery (1966) have three things in common: auditory capacity,
sound-symbol relations (written codes), and grammatical sensitivity.
Individuals with language-learning aptitude enjoy these three abili-
ties. Aptitude is a gift that a few lucky people enjoy, but other fac-
tors can work in your favor with equal efficiency. If you were not
born with aptitude, you have probably received other gifts in life.

Timing

Timing represents the window of opportunity when certain skills
can best be learned.There are three windows of opportunity for for-
eign language acquisition: from roughly birth to nine months,
between four and eight years old, and from nine years on. The first
window (0–9 months) is due to neurology: the brain treats languages
learned during this time period as “first” languages. If the two lan-
guages are learned as first languages, the learner has no foreign
accent, develops distinct yet complementary vocabularies, and
“moves” with ease within the two worlds that the languages repre-
sent. Bilingualism from birth has many advantages, which are dis-
cussed in further detail in Chapter 3. Depending on whether or not
the languages receive equal opportunity for use and are spurred on
by equal levels of motivation, they can be managed with equal flu-
ency. The second window is typically between four and eight years
old, but it can sometimes extend into adulthood, depending on the
personality of the individual. This window relies primarily on an
individual’s level of self-assurance, and it is rooted in basic psychol-
ogy.The self-confidence with which a three- or four-year-old tackles
a foreign language is distinct from the approach of individuals who
begin to let their egos get the best of them. One of the greatest gifts
a person can maintain is the ability to approach new challenges (as
in a new language) with joy, curiosity, amusement, and excitement.
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If we could all do that, we would maintain a great deal of the edge
that children have for learning languages compared to adults. This
third window is approximately from nine years old through adult-
hood, grounded in sociology and neurology. The human brain stops
growing in absolute size at more or less nine years old.The primary
differences between nine-year-olds, adolescents, and adults are the
number of neuroconnections made in the brain. Every experience
creates new connections, and the brain changes every day. Social
pressures change drastically between a nine-year-old brain, an ado-
lescent brain, and that of an adult, meaning that while, neurologi-
cally, the brain of a nine-year-old and that of an adult uptake
languages similarly, the experiences are distinct.

Motivation

Motivation includes positive versus negative, and internal versus
external factors. Falling in love is a fantastic, positive, motivating
force, just as hatred is a strong, negative, motivating force.Addition-
ally, one can feel impelled to do something from the inside (intrin-
sic motivation), or be forced to do something from the outside
(extrinsic motivation).As we will see in Chapter 6, emotions have an
impact on learning, both in a positive and in a negative sense. Emo-
tions trigger different neurotransmitters, which send chemical mes-
sages throughout the brain. Some of these messages facilitate
memory and learning, but others block the learning process. The
combination of internal and positive motivations is the best way to
learn anything, including languages. The combination of negative
and external motivations is the worst way to learn anything, because
it is not sustainable. For long-term learning, as parents, teachers, and
caregivers, we should be concerned with finding ways to get the chil-
dren in our lives to pursue new languages because they want to, not
because we say so. Helping children develop their own love for lan-
guages by understanding their use and function in their lives can
help them cultivate their own internal drive and desire to learn.

Strategy

Strategy means making a conscious decision to approach language
development in a certain way, with different players accepting the
assignment of specific language roles. Raising Multilingual Children
discusses seven of the most studied strategies in the world, including

Raising Multilingual Children 3



strategies based on person, place, or time. The popular one-person,
one-language strategy, in which each parent speaks a different lan-
guage to the child, the use of time or place as a marker for language
differentiation, and acquiring one language in the home and another
in the community are examples of each of these. The main point
related to strategy is that it is only as successful as the strategy’s con-
sistency rates. Families should ask themselves which strategy they
are best able to maintain consistently before they choose one. Not
every family is successful or has the option of using one-person,
one-language; some families will find using physical space markers
(such as home, school, grandma’s house, church, or soccer practice)
or time markers (dinner time, story time, or weekends) to be best
suited to their life style.Whatever strategy one chooses, consistency
is the key to its success.

Consistency

Consistency is the ability to stay true to the agreed upon strategy.
When a family decides to embark on a multilingual adventure, all of
the players need to agree on a family language strategy and then be
consistent in fulfilling their language relationships with each other.
For example, if a family decides to go one-person, one-language, but
Dad often forgets and uses the community language with his son
instead of his designated native language, there is no consistency in
the strategy (e.g., David’s mom agrees to speak English to him,
David’s dad agrees to speak to him in German, but they live in an
English environment, and David’s dad often forgets to use his native
German with him and often lapses into English).

Other challenges with consistency come from the children. For
example, some families decide that the home will be the place for
one language, for example, Mandarin Chinese, and that the commu-
nity language will be another, say English. However, during the
course of their lifetimes, the children decide they don’t want to be
“different” from the community. As a consequence the children
begin to respond to their parents in English instead of in the agreed-
upon Mandarin Chinese. A common occurrence is that parents
worry that they are not communicating well with their children
because the kids are responding in English. The truth of the matter
is that children are exerting what I call the Law of Minimal Effort;
that is, kids think to themselves, “Why bother? I know my parents
understand me, so why should I stretch myself; they’ll get it if I just
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use English.” As a result, the parents slowly give up the Mandarin,
and everyone ends up speaking English. When the parents let the
children drive the language strategy, they often sacrifice the possi-
bility of preserving a home culture and developing multilingualism.
Parents have more language success when they maintain a consistent
strategy and stay loyal to their language choice.

Opportunity

Opportunity is the daily use of the language(s) in meaningful sit-
uations. One of the most challenging aspects of foreign language,
whether in school settings or in family situations, is often the lack of
application. Students frequently complain that they will never use
their classroom vocabulary, and kids think no one but Grandma
speaks Hebrew (or Spanish or Chinese). Teachers often note how
accelerated student language skills become when they are placed in
contexts in which the student can use the language in real life situa-
tions. Memorizing long lists of verb conjugations in French is not
how language is really used, is it? Being able to converse, read a
newspaper, and decipher communication messages is the goal of lan-
guage. Unless studied for purely academic and linguistically analyt-
ical purposes, languages are meant to be living elements in people’s
lives, which offer insights into the people who use them and the cul-
tures they represent. Opportunity for use means placing language in
its true context.

The Linguistic Relationship between Languages (Typology)

Language typology is a very important factor that denotes how
similar grammatical structures or languages that share historical
roots are easier to learn than those that do not have these com-
monalities. Does the child’s native language share roots with the
second language? If so, the second language is easier to learn
because of the similarity of grammar, vocabulary, and sound sys-
tems. For example, French and Portuguese are extremely similar
languages, both with Latin roots, which share not only grammatical
structure, but the base roots of many verbs, making them mutually
intelligible in both spoken and written contexts. Similarly, Spanish
and Italian (also with Latin roots) are mutually intelligible. It should
come as no surprise to note that when languages share the same
typology, one learns them faster. Grammatically speaking, this
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implies that if a person who speaks Arabic, which is a Semitic, verb-
subject-object structured language, attempts to learn Korean, an
Altaic or isolate language with a subject-object-verb language struc-
ture, and then attempts to learn Hebrew (a Semitic, verb-subject-
object language), she will find Hebrew far easier than Korean
because of the typologies.

Siblings

Siblings can have a positive as well as a negative effect on learn-
ing a new language. In the positive sense, siblings learn a great deal
from one another because having siblings in the home increases the
number of verbal exchanges and conversations a child has in a day,
increasing the total amount of opportunity for practice, experimen-
tation, and use. However, in the negative case, one child may domi-
nate the language exchange and stunt the other’s development.Two
main problems occur with siblings. First, an older or more dominant
sibling often runs the show and dictates to others in which language
they should communicate.That is, a dominant sister can decide that
she and her brothers will speak English together, effectively reduc-
ing the time in the family’s other languages. Second, some siblings
do not allow others to use as much language as they normally
would. For example, when a helpful sibling decides to translate all
the needs of her (usually younger) siblings, that reduces those sib-
lings’ need to speak or use language on their own. The best way to
make the sibling factor a positive one is through good parental man-
agement of language exchanges, ensuring equal time for all children.

Gender

Sexist as it may at first sound, we now have the technology to
understand how boys and girls approach language from different
parts of the brain. These differences are influential in first, second,
and subsequent languages. Boys and girls continue to approach lan-
guage differently throughout the adolescent years.These differences
are strongly related to physical structures in the brain and to sensory
perception.There is an extensive body of knowledge about how men
and women process language differently, showing that women use
more parts of their brain to consider similar stimuli. Other studies
show women’s greater cross-hemisphere processing of first and sec-
ond languages compared with men, who use fewer areas of their
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brains when processing language(s). (My husband says this is
because of efficiency, and some researchers agree.)

Hand Use

There are two main points to be considered related to hand use
and hemisphere dominance. First, human beings are predominantly
right-handed, though a significant number of individuals, estimated
to be between seven and eleven percent of the world’s population,
are left-handed. Additionally, most of the world—ninety-five per-
cent of right-handed people and seventy percent of left-handed
people—have their main language areas in their left frontal and
parietal lobes. This means that most people are right-handed, and
that most people have language in their left-hemisphere. Many stud-
ies about language, and most of the theories about bilingualism, are
based on this majority, which does not take into account the five
percent of right-handed people and thirty percent of left-handed
people do not have their main language areas in the left hemisphere.
Either this population has right-hemisphere lateralization, or lan-
guage is distributed equally between left and right hemispheres.
Hand use has also been correlated with reading abilities, suggesting
a link between where language is learned in the brain and how suc-
cessful students are at learning literacy in our traditional, formal
education system. Second, multilingualism may lead to a rearrange-
ment of brain areas related to language, with greater reliance on the
right hemisphere being noted in several cases. Researchers now
acknowledge that important relationships exist between hand pref-
erence and the anatomy of language areas.

In summary, the first point in Raising Multilingual Children is that
every individual will combine the ten factors differently. Such indi-
viduality is what gives researchers and educators awe at the human
capacity for language, and what challenges policy makers and teach-
ers to emphasize an individualized approach in multilingual class-
rooms. Each child will take her measure of motivation, opportunity,
and natural aptitude and weigh that against the time in her life when
she learned her languages, whether or not the child had helpful sib-
lings, and how the child’s first and subsequent languages were
related linguistically. In other words, every individual will have her
own recipe, taking these ingredients and combining them in differ-
ent proportions. This is just like taking the flour, sugar, milk, and
eggs found in your kitchen and mixing them in different proportions.
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In one recipe these ingredients give me flapjacks, in another, a crêpe,
and, in yet another, a cake.The different results come about through
the measurement of the ingredients and the way we mix them in our
individual recipes. Let me offer a few examples of children we know,
to illustrate this point better.

Take Karina, for example, one of my daughter’s friends who
became trilingual by having a second-generation German mother
who met a Peruvian man of English descent while studying in the
United States. They returned to Peru, where the father chose to
speak to Karina in English. She had Spanish from the environment
and German from her mother and school. Karina’s recipe is heavy
on the opportunity, motivation to speak her parent’s language, and
that of the community, and probably a large quantity of aptitude.

Another example is Carlos, who is one of my son’s friends. His
mother is Ecuadorian, and the father is Dutch, and they speak Eng-
lish as a family language. He receives Spanish, Hebrew, and English
at school, and he goes to Dutch school a few afternoons a week to
ensure that he is multiliterate as well as multilingual. Carlos’s moti-
vation to speak Dutch is low.All the friends he has who speak Dutch
also speak Spanish, so the only people he knows who use Dutch res-
olutely are his father’s age. All of these people have limited verbal
exchange with him. His need to use written Dutch is very low.
Dutch, however, is similar linguistically to English, meaning the two
languages have had a positive influence on each other in terms of
shared vocabulary and grammar. Carlos is also high on opportunity
(use at school and home), has mixed motivation, and average apti-
tude; he is also left-handed, with some tests of lateralization point-
ing to his unusual right hemisphere dominance for language. His
recipe takes the same factors and measures them in a very distinct
way compared to Karina’s situation.

A third example of a multilingual child with a different recipe
altogether comes from another school friend whose father is Italian
and whose mother is Austrian.They speak their respective languages
to their child, and English to each other, leaving Spanish to the Peru-
vian environment and formal schooling.This child goes to school in
German and Spanish and has English and French in school as well,
totaling five languages at fifteen, all complete with literacy abilities.

Lili’s is yet a different case. Lili’s parents and two older siblings
were born in China and immigrated to California. Lili was born in
the United States, but her home life was conducted entirely in Can-
tonese. She is now an adult, but as a child she grew up in two lan-
guages, Cantonese and English, took Spanish as a high school
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requirement, and later learned sign language to earn her multilin-
gual identity.

Juan’s is another distinct case. His parents came to the United
States from Mexico, and he was born here, but his entire home life
and social upbringing were in Spanish. Like millions of other Amer-
icans, Juan was brought up bilingually and biculturally, balancing
the input from school and from the dominant community language
with an equal or greater number of hours in his home language. As
these five cases show, each child took the same ten factors and cre-
ated his or her own particular recipe for multilingualism.

The first goal of Raising Multilingual Children was to emphasize
that different families adopt different strategies for languages in
their home, school, and community. The children’s motivation,
opportunities for use, aptitude for languages, and combinations of
languages, together with their particular family goals will determine
their individual recipes.

The second goal I had with Raising Multilingual Children was to take
empirical evidence from studies in linguistics, psychology, neurology,
cultural anthropology, sociology, and education, and make them easy to
read without ignoring the special status of language as the distinguish-
ing human trait. My goal was to make crucial studies about bilingual-
ism and multilingualism available to caring parents and responsible
teachers, who might not know the difference between code switching
(an alternation between two or more languages in the course of a con-
versation between people who have more than one language in com-
mon), and a switch reference (a word that signals the identity or
nonidentity of the referent of an argument of one clause, with an argu-
ment of another clause), but who wanted the best for the children in
their lives in terms of language development. I love languages and the
opportunities they provide. Languages open the door to a world of cul-
tures, values, empathies, and mentalities. I also love the learning mech-
anism in the brain: How do people learn different subject matters best?
What is occurring in the brain, and how can knowing this help us teach
new languages better? Helping parents and teachers understand the
most efficient ways of guiding their children was why I wrote The Mul-
tilingual Mind.

THE MULTILINGUAL MIND

My second book, The Multilingual Mind, also had two goals. The
first was to tackle curious questions about life with many languages:
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In what language do multilinguals do math? Is there a relationship
between musical ability and language ability? Are some languages
easier to learn than others? Is your stronger language the one you
dream in? Does the number of languages you know enhance cultural
sensitivity? These fascinating questions were posed in workshops I
gave between 1997 and 2007, and it became evident that informa-
tion on all of these issues was sorely lacking, or at least not readily
available to the public. I contacted experts in each area and invited
commentaries, compiling their responses to share their answers with
the “average” multilingual. The results were a collection of twenty-
one essays on the most intriguing questions that multilinguals ask
others and themselves.

The second goal of this book was to help elevate multilingualism
to its rightful place as a recognized global trend, value, and phe-
nomenon that will shape our world in the coming decades. Most
people in the world speak more than one language, but there are
very few who are also biliterate. Multiliterates are in high demand
in the marketplace, around negotiating tables, and as policy brokers
and cultural translators who help us understand people and their
values in distinct corners of the world. It is possible that these are
some of the few people alive who have the power to actually create
intellectual empathy between nations through the knowledge to
communicate clearly between peoples. The Multilingual Mind cele-
brates the important role that people who communicate in many
languages can play on the world stage as well as in terms of human
exchange.

LIVING LANGUAGES

This book, Living Languages, has a different focus. After fifteen
years of research and watching my own three children grow up mul-
tilingually, I want share new information. Both technology and
tenacity provide new research findings that not only confirm the ten
key factors influencing successful bilingualism and multilingualism,
but that also point to a future in which societies cannot afford to
ignore the growing need for more people who know several lan-
guages. Technology is celebrated in this text through refined brain
imagining techniques and groundbreaking studies about the multi-
lingual mind. Today we can actually see how healthy multilingual
brains function, and, most importantly, how unique each one is,
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depending on what languages the person learns and when they are
learned. Technology is also celebrated in a discussion of new teach-
ing tools, which we will see in Chapter 7. This book also applauds
tenacity, viewing multilingualism across the human lifespan, and
sharing fascinating longitudinal research findings. These findings
confirm how long it takes people to become fluent in more than one
language, demonstrate how people can learn languages at different
ages, and point to appropriate methodologies for doing so.

In a practical sense, this book also points to the best practices in
education to support the multilingual child. By reviewing the results
of different systems, including English as a second language (ESL)
programs, pull-out programs in which English language learners are
taken out of the regular classroom for intensive English instruction
during some part of the day, and dual-immersion programs in which
all children learn at least two languages, independent of their first
language, we can see how different communities benefit from dif-
ferent structures. This book also recognizes the growing phenome-
non of trilinguals on the world stage, and their economic, social,
cultural, and political value in a world where communication break-
downs have lead to tragedies in recent years. While in some ways
similar to bilinguals, trilinguals are special, and less documented,
and they are examined here in detail.

Most importantly, however, this book helps parents to sail through
the heavy seas of doubt that can accompany this multilingual adven-
ture at different stages of the voyage. I recall when my second son
was slow to speak at thirteen months, and I doubted the wisdom of
our choice to be a multilingual family. Our decision was reinforced
when I remembered the book The Moon Is Also Feminine, in which
a woman living in Germany was told to stop speaking her native
Italian to her 18-month-old child because he was “obviously con-
fused.” She did so, and, voila! After six months, he began speaking.
She realized that he would have done so with or without her Italian
influence, and the only thing that happened when she stopped
speaking Italian to him was that she lost her chance to speak to her
child in her native language—something she woefully regrets to this
very day. I want this book to be like that one, for it to be read as a
good friend’s well-founded advice, based on nearly 700 reliable,
twentieth-century studies and her own children’s experiences with
languages.This book is grounded in hundreds of families’ and teach-
ers’ experiences in fifteen countries, experience of people with
whom I have had the pleasure of working through the years. After
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conducting workshops with teachers and parents in Argentina, Aus-
tralia, Belgium, Colombia, Ecuador, France, Germany, Italy, Japan,
the Netherlands, Norway, Peru, Switzerland, Thailand, and the
United Kingdom, I have identified several questions in need of
answers. Those questions are answered in this book.

Should you worry if your four-year-old mixes her languages?
Should you drop biliteracy skills if your son just doesn’t get it after
three years of schooling? What benefits are there if you try to learn
a language alongside your daughter? Is it important to take your
child’s teacher’s comments seriously, even if you think you know
more about multilingualism than he or she does? Will your son ever
write as well in his native Spanish as he does in his school English?
Is your school doing all it can to support your family goal of bilin-
gualism? Is it your place to insist on mother tongue classes at school,
or is it your job solely to be sure your child has the correct language
skills in your home language? This book will help you arrive at the
right answers to these questions and combine them with your own
child’s unique approach to languages.

This book also puts language in its place. Although multilingual-
ism is literally the gift of tongues that parents, caregivers, and teach-
ers can give, it should be subservient to the relationships we have
with the children in our lives.As with anything we want to give our
children (our career choice, love of soccer, art, chess, reading, math,
ballet, etc.), or our hope of what they will become (fine citizens, suc-
cessful professionals, good friends), nothing is more important or
transmits our messages better than our love. If we attempt to force
language on children, we will have the same negative effect as that
of trying to shove a certain profession down their throats.They may
accept passively, gleefully, or hatefully, but whichever the case, it
will be our choice, not theirs, and that is not sustainable. We want
the children in our lives to speak several languages for many sound
reasons, but they must own this goal for themselves. Unfortunately,
we have not successfully done this in our society as a whole. By forc-
ing students into language classes, shaming them into learning,
encouraging their rejection of native customs and values in order to
adapt to the majority, we detract from their structure as whole indi-
viduals instead of adding language that can serve them for life. This
has to change. As one of the most multicultural societies in the
world, we in the United States have not celebrated bilingualism and
multilingualism in proportion to their possibilities.

Finally, this book takes on the challenge of multilingualism in its
various stages and forms. Although there are some aspects of lan-
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guage that are similar across the human lifespan, different ages and
different levels of language acquisition have particular challenges
associated with them. By reviewing each stage separately, and
explaining the physical, psychological, and social aspects of each,
we are better prepared to use this information to make the most of
multilingual opportunities throughout the human lifespan. New-
borns, elementary school children, middle school children, high
school students, and adults all have unique stages of brain growth,
psychological preparedness, and social pressures that influence lan-
guage learning. This book will consider these different stages and
celebrate the most unique of human traits, language, and how it is
lived.

We will close this chapter by asking whether language is the key
to human intelligence. Language is the single characteristic that dif-
ferentiates humans from other animals.Although other species com-
municate, no other being employs complex grammatical structure or
utilizes a written guide for memory. Many linguists believe humans
are innately prepared for language and point to the fact that children
around the world master the complex syntactical structures of all
languages, as a natural skill, by about the age of five. Others go so
far as to propose that language, unlike other aspects of learning, is
special, and follows patterns distinct from those of other humanly
acquired abilities. Psycholinguists have pondered the philosophical
question as to whether we think in words. That is, do humans rely
on language in order to form thoughts? Do we, for example, have
different perceptions of time or space depending on the language we
use? While these questions remain unanswered, many theorists posit
that language is indeed the key to human intelligence, with some
even proposing that there is a specific gene for this skill, unique to
the human species. Linguists such as David Premack believe that
what makes humans unique is not language alone, but that it is more
specifically the human drive to form written symbol systems with
which we record our histories, transactions, relations, fictions,
futures, and follies. In this sense, it can be argued that language is
“in many ways the ultimate artifact,”1 though the point is still in
debate.

A social vision of language is offered by Raymond Cohen, who
says, “language is best thought of as shaping expectations rather than
determining thought,” as the original linguistic determinism model
claimed.2 This means that language creates a base for shared mean-
ing and is the glue of community. This makes the developmental
aspects of a person’s language, such as the person’s native language,
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the cornerstone of the rest of a person’s life experiences. Cohen
believes that “The mother tongue is the main repository of a com-
munity’s common sense.”3 The words we use within our communal
language are sources of our history, and they are a “community’s
shared stock of meaning.”4 He goes on to explain that language sim-
ply cannot exist in isolation from the community that speaks it:
“Languages do not exist in isolation as abstract systems of signs but
within unique, organic habits, complex ecologies of sensibility and
interaction,”5 making culture a reflection of language, and vice
versa. This is vital to keep in mind as the melting pot of America
becomes more and more linguistically diverse.

Whether appraised as the most distinct feature of humanness or
as the key to intelligence, language is recognized as a salient aspect
of humankind’s uniqueness.We now turn to multilingualism’s place
on the world stage and put language into the global context.
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The Global Community and
Multilingualism: Who, Why,

When, Where, and How Being
Multilingual Has Grown in the
Past Decade, and What This

Means for Your Children

THE RECENT HISTORY OF MULTILINGUALISM

Never before in the history of the world have multilinguals been
prized more than they are today. In business, government, world
politics, cultural domains, communications, media, and international
relations as a whole, there is a deficit of qualified professionals who
can speak, read, and write in more than one language. The Econo-
mist and Business Week recently acknowledged that the characteris-
tic most valued and least available in new business recruits was the
ability to speak more than one language, and other studies go as far
as saying that the future of some fields can be jeopardized by the
lack of foreign language skills.

Anglophones, most notably Americans and British, have relied
heavily on others to speak English, placing competitors at a disad-
vantage, which they now no longer accept. The language chosen for
negotiation has an influence on outcomes. Government officials in
England acknowledge that the “lack of proficiency in European lan-
guages is one of the main reasons why the UK is not making the most
of opportunities offered by EU-funded education and training
schemes, . . . and that this has serious implications for UK businesses
and future employability for students.”1 This lack of languages could
damage the future of UK business in the European market. American
officials acknowledged a similar problem, but with political rather
than commercial roots, as they scrambled to find native speakers of



Arabic immediately after 9/11, only to find that they had few in their
diplomatic corps. English alone is not enough anymore.

ENGLISH DOMINANCE? NOT FOR LONG

Other studies have actually characterized English linguistic hege-
mony as arrogance and blamed it for impairing international rela-
tions. It has even been hinted at, not so subtly, that America’s
language limitations and poor communication are to blame for the
problems with countries in parts of the world in which the U.S. gov-
ernment participates without a thorough understanding of the cul-
ture. But language can also play a role in conflict resolution. The
United States launched the National Security Language Initiative
in 2006 to invest more money in foreign language programs in U.S.
schools because it recognized that there was a “critical need” for
language education in America. Though it may take a generation
before we see the results of this gesture, it is a start in recognizing
how the languages we speak influence our success as individuals, as
well as our progress as nations.

Learning a second language in formal school settings has become
a topic of growing debate in recent years because English is no
longer the de facto language of the United States. Increased immi-
gration and higher birthrates of minority populations means that the
Southwestern United States now has a majority of Spanish-speaking
families.The number of Americans who speak a language other than
English at home grew forty-seven percent between 1990 and 2000,
accounting for nearly one in five Americans.Although this phenom-
enon is new to the United States, Europe has been adjusting to the
need for multiple languages throughout most of its history, and it is
now routine to find many countries that require three languages for
high school graduation. Most countries in Asia require students to
learn from two to six languages during their educational journey, as
in India, where a child begins with a village language, moves to a
community language for grammar school, attends high school within
a Hindi or Punjabi structure, but will attend university in English.

In 1999, UNESCO acknowledged the promotion and respect for
multilingualism, which insists that all world citizens should learn at
least three languages: the native language, a neighboring language
(one that shares a border), and an international language, one rec-
ognized by the United Nations (U.N.) as an official language (Ara-
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bic, Chinese, English, French, Russian, and Spanish). The U.N.
believes that the promotion of such a policy would greatly reduce
world tensions and the chances of war. The U.N. sees monolingual-
ism as a handicap: “It means you see the world through the
inevitably limited dimensions of a single language even if it’s a world
language.”2 Multilingualism is a modern necessity in the increasingly
globalized and interlinked world.

In 2000, more than one-third of the population of Western Europe
under thirty-five was of immigrant origin, according to a recent
UNESCO report on linguistic diversity in Europe. Some areas have
higher immigration rates than others. In Holland, a sample of 41,600
children aged between four and seventeen found that forty-nine per-
cent of primary and forty-two percent of secondary school pupils in
the Hague use a language other than Dutch at home. People are
more mobile than ever, and this trend will only increase in the fore-
seeable future.

America’s Opportunity

Globalization means that humans need to communicate in the
most efficient and effective ways possible in order to coexist peace-
fully during such times of mobilization. This can be analyzed from
an internal country policy perspective as well as from an interna-
tional point of view. On the national level in the United States, there
is an urgency to respond to the growing population who do not
speak English at home. The findings of the National Literacy Panel
on Language Minority Children and Youth recommends that the
structure of American schools become more informed to create bet-
ter policy for improved learning achievement by both non-English
speakers learning English, and by English speakers learning a for-
eign language. Mary Abbott of the American Council on the Teach-
ing of Foreign Languages calls for schools to begin integrating
foreign language instruction earlier than the current average four-
teen years of age. She says this should occur ideally by kindergarten,
or at least by elementary school, because that is what most of our
international allies do. One of the reasons for an earlier start, aside
from being more efficient and using resources better, is the sheer
number of years a person then has in a language, and the subse-
quent ease of learning additional languages. The logic is that if stu-
dents get a taste of French in second grade, they will find tackling
Russian in high school less frightening. It comes as a bit of shock to
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learn that fewer than eight percent of Americans take a foreign lan-
guage in college—this at a time when the popular press has begun
to communicate what academics have been saying for years: we
have been ignoring the importance of languages for too many years.

American linguistic arrogance has had a negative impact on its
ability to compete in the business world, and to be compassionate in
the diplomatic world. Language ability is the focus of all concerned
with the successful growth of individuals and of nations. Commerce
leaders say, “The most frequent reason cited by the others for not
exporting was a lack of the background knowledge and language
skills required to understand foreign markets,”3 whereas those in
diplomacy say that there is a link between language policy and a cul-
ture of peace. Attitudes are slow to change, but they are sure to do
so. Like most intellectual movements, attitudes begin in the world of
academia and spread to other areas of society. It is now a common
mantra in higher education that “in today’s world, the definition of
a well-educated student must include fluency in a foreign lan-
guage.”4 We now have to try to get this message to filter down into
the earlier years of schooling.
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Table 2.1 The Benefits of Multilingualism

Cognitive benefits Enhanced higher thinking skills
(metalinguistic awareness, creativity,
sensitivity to communication).

Social benefits Integration, appreciation of other cultures.
Personal benefits Marketability of bilingual skills, government-

and business-recognized need.
Psychological benefits Psychological well-being, self confidence,

sense of belonging, enhanced identity with
roots.

Communication benefits Multiliteracy enables access to wider spectrum
of literature and a wider communication
network of family and international links.

Cultural benefits Greater tolerance, less racism, increased
intercultural awareness.

Academic benefits Impact on other subjects. Being able to read
in other languages is correlated with wider
achievement in other curriculum areas. Easier
to learn the third language.

Source: Maher (2002), reformatted by Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2005.



It is ironic that one of the reasons why Americans may be so poor
at languages is thanks to the wealth of the nation.When Americans
travel, they tend to do so within national borders; there is no need
to go any farther, many argue. A trip across country is just as much
an adventure as a trip overseas. Only twenty percent of Americans
have passports, and only two percent go abroad during college
exchange programs. However, this is changing slowly but surely.
Americans are traveling more, spurred on by the internal make up
of U.S. citizens who now visit family in other parts of the world, or
who travel for business needs, military duty, or diplomacy postings—
or those who are simply more adventurous.

Changing Demographics

Americans are also more diverse than ever these days. More peo-
ple are immigrating to the United States than ever before. Between
1990 and 2000 there was a fifty-seven percent increase in the num-
ber of foreign born citizens. Whereas migration from Europe to the
United States was more common at the turn of the twentieth century,
at the turn of the twenty-first century Latinos account for the great-
est number of new citizens.This puts an interesting angle on Ameri-
cans’ unspoken language policy because nearly eighty percent of the
students who are English language learners (ELLs) speak Spanish at
home, totaling over 17.3 million U.S. citizens over the age of five
whose first language is Spanish.5 One in five Americans speaks a lan-
guage other than English at home. Within this group, roughly three-
fifths speak Spanish at home, a fifth speak a different Indo-European
language, and almost fifteen percent speak an Asian language. There
are 425 native languages represented in the U.S. public schools.
“Overall, foreign-language speakers grew by about 15 million during
the 1990s, with new Spanish speakers contributing about 11 million
people and new Asian speakers almost 2.5 million.”6

These various facts about the fabric of modern American society
bring with them some philosophical questions, which urgently need
answering. For example, are our Latino students doing so poorly as a
group in school because we are not meeting their language needs?
According to Janet Klinger and Alfredo Artiles, “Many cultural minor-
ity groups—Hispanic students in particular—continue to underachieve
at alarming rates. Hispanic students have higher dropout rates than
non-Hispanics. . . . In 1998, only sixty-three percent of eighteen- to
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twenty-four-year-old Hispanics had finished high school or earned a
GED, compared with eighty-five percent of the total population.
Although the achievement gap between Hispanics and whites nar-
rowed in the 1970s and 1980s, it widened in the late 1980s and 1990s
and remains large today.”7 Not only are non–English-speaking citizens
on the rise in numbers, they are also on the move, no longer limited to
big cities such as New York or Los Angeles. This has been a growing
trend for years, but it seems to be catching up with us as if taking us
by surprise.These immigrant English language learners are increasing.
At the same time, U.S. mainstream study of foreign language is not as
high as some would like.

The State of Language Learning Today

The U.S. Department of Education says that, of all undergraduate
college degrees awarded, only one percent are in foreign languages.
Of that one percent, only two percent are in languages such as Ara-
bic, Chinese, Farsi, or Korean, for which the government says we
have a “critical need.”8 Although this is partially true, some say the
choice of language does not matter as much as the willingness to
study. Harvard University’s 2004 Benefits of Bilingualism Confer-
ence brought together experts from various fields to discuss the
ways that knowing many languages promotes various career paths.
Then president of Harvard, Larry Summers, said, “It doesn’t matter
what other language you know; the very fact that you can think in
more than one code makes you more flexible intellectually, more
stable emotionally, more cautious politically.”9

At other campuses research is underway, and more people from a
variety of fields are beginning to share their knowledge about lan-
guages to seek new and better ways of helping people become mul-
tilingual. Cornell University’s Language Acquisition Lab and Virtual
Center for the Study of Language Acquisition, for example, manages
an ongoing exchange of brilliant minds in the field of foreign lan-
guage acquisition. Their forum encourages people from linguistics,
neurology, psychology, and education to join forces and combine
their knowledge in search of improving the language acquisition
process.The Center for Brain Basis of Cognition at Georgetown Uni-
versity held a monumental conference on the neurocognition of sec-
ond language in 2006. This historic event brought together some of
the most respected names in the fields of linguistics and neurology to
discuss how new information about the brain can help advance the
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ways in which we teach and assist, not only immigrant children in the
United States to learn English, but also the ways in which we help
U.S. citizens meet with more foreign language enthusiasm and suc-
cess.As Judith Kroll of Pennsylvania State University remarked dur-
ing the conference, “Until recently, cognitive science virtually
ignored the fact that most people of the world are bilingual. In the
past decade this situation has changed markedly.”10 Conferences such
as this one bring to light the growing importance multilingualism is
playing in all of our lives. But it wasn’t always this way.

The Possibilities

I grew up in Berkeley, California, in the 1960s and watched
friends begin and end high school in the “ESL track” for English as
a Second Language learners, never advancing into the mainstream
school culture. This limited their chances for higher educational
opportunities and labeled them as less competent than their peers
because of their limited English.There were a variety of reasons for
why this happened. Some might say the curriculum structure was
inadequate, and the ESL teachers were poorly trained. Others might
suggest that the social structure lends itself to keeping students
where they feel most comfortable, gaining status year after year
within the same social group, making it unattractive to cross over
into the regular academic track, where they would have to begin
from scratch.Yet others might believe that these students had a low
level of competence in their mother tongue, impacting the quality of
English, their second language.

It saddens me to think that this group as a multicultural whole
offers an amazing wealth of language resources that should be cele-
brated, but that are instead considered a burden on the system.That
is, instead of the “ESL kids” and the “Foreign Language nerds”
being ostracized, our schools should look to new models of educa-
tion, such as dual-immersion systems, in which everyone, independ-
ent of first language, learns at least a second language. In such a
model, immigrants learn English, and native English speakers learn
a second, if not a third, language. This would celebrate U.S. cultural
diversity in the best sense of its melting pot heritage.

In 2000, the U.S. census confirmed that more people speak Span-
ish at home than speak English at home in California,Arizona, New
Mexico, and Texas. That makes language learning a hot issue as leg-
islators scramble to try to remediate the language challenges that
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face these states. The bilingual debate in California has been on the
back burner for politicians ever since I was a kid and probably
longer. Perhaps the reality of a non–English-speaking majority will
help force a decision to adopt more equitable, effective, and proven
programs that will leapfrog the United States from its poor language
abilities into a nation that best uses the natural talents of its citizens.
An American Demographics article proclaimed that “people who
speak foreign languages at home are the fastest-growing group that
is now found throughout the country. America’s identity as a melt-
ing pot now extends beyond multiple races and cultures to also
include numerous languages.”11

It is interesting to consider this from a historical perspective
because the language challenge is really nothing new for Americans.
Since its founding, the United States has met with a mix of language
encounters, including the actual creation of the country with Native
American Indians and people from mainly European countries, but
built upon labor from Africa and Asia. What is ironic is that by try-
ing to continually improve our institutions and structures, education
in the United States has suffered some setbacks as it relates to inte-
gration and valuing of all its citizens. In education, as is often the
case in other fields, there is a tap dance of one step forward and two
steps back before we focus enough on what we truly hope the citi-
zens of tomorrow will be.

The Role of Languages in Forming Tomorrow’s Citizens

One of the best collective decisions I have ever seen in education
came from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD) nations (whose members include Australia,Austria,
Belgium, Canada, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Ger-
many, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg,
Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slo-
vakia, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland,Turkey, the United
Kingdom, and the United States), who agreed that there were three
main desirable characteristics of the citizen of the future. To them,
by the time a person reaches fifteen years of age, when compulsory
schooling ends in many countries, the citizen should know how to
work with others (group skills), know how to solve problems, and
know how to use tools (such as the Internet, dictionaries, experts,
libraries, etc.). I think it’s not too far-fetched to presume that the
goals of formal education in many, if not all, countries coincide with
those goals. For me, group skills include the ability to communicate;
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communication implies language, and languages are numerous in
multicultural America.

Multilingualism and the Law

In 1968, the Bilingual Education Act was signed into legislation
by President Lyndon Johnson. In 2003 that act was replaced by the
No Child Left Behind legislation and Title III, Language Instruction
for Limited English Proficient and Immigrant Students. For all the
good brought about by the No Child Left Behind legislation, it is
unfortunate that it has created competition for precious school hours
that have been taken from foreign languages (and the arts) in order
to shore up weak Math and English skills. Doing that might help our
students improve their test scores on state exams, but it does little
to cultivate citizens for tomorrow’s workforce. On the contrary, Edu-
cation Week reported that “because of the intense focus of the fed-
eral No Child Left Behind Act on reading and mathematics, some
schools around the country have reduced the number of foreign-
language courses offered or stopped teaching foreign languages alto-
gether.”12 This seems to be exactly the opposite of what should be
happening in our schools.

The U.S. Department of Education declined to publish the report
on literacy education of bilingual children in 2006. Some people, such
as Bruce Fuller of the University of California at Berkeley and James
Crawford of the National Association for Bilingual Education, say
this is because the report indicates that the current practice of teach-
ing immigrant children through English-only classes is inefficient.
Additionally, “in recent years, conservatives have pushed to abandon
bilingual programs in favor of English-only education, and No Child
Left Behind requires that immigrant children be tested in English after
three years,”13 a timeframe that researchers now recognize is two to
four years short of how long it actually takes a child to reach aca-
demic proficiency in a foreign language.These statistics seem to indi-
cate that we are doing a disservice to both our English language
speakers and our limited English proficient students. “What is impor-
tant is that foreign-language instruction be valued, and that there be
more of it.”14 How can we go about achieving this shift, which on one
level is a national policy consideration? I believe the answer is to start
at another level, by examining how we can maximize each individual
child’s full potential in foreign languages. We now turn to multilin-
gualism across the human lifespan and look at the best ways of get-
ting people of all ages to improve their multilingual skills.
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Languages across the Lifespan

People can learn languages throughout their lifetime. This chapter
will look at bilingualism from birth; the elementary, middle, and
high school years; university study; and adult learning. My biases
are clear throughout this exploration. I have witnessed thousands of
children learn languages throughout childhood and adolescence and
observed how other adults and I have done the same. I believe that
languages can and should be learned across the lifespan.

A CRITICAL PERIOD FOR FOREIGN-LANGUAGE LEARNING?

To lay the foundations for this section, we should start by asking
whether there is a “critical period” for learning languages. Brian
Mac Whinney of Carnegie Mellon University believes that there is
no critical period. Rather he has established that there is entrench-
ment of information over time. “Age effects in L2 [second language]
learning emerge from entrenchment, competition, and weak reso-
nance, but not because there is evidence of a particular plasticity in
the brain for languages at a specific age,”1 says Mac Whinney. Other
evidence comes from Catherine Snow and Marian Hoefnagel-Hohle
of Harvard, who showed that the older the person, the more supe-
rior the language learning at all levels.Adults are better second lan-
guage learners than children because they already have a
well-established foundation upon which to make logical references



about the new language. “The studies, then, do not point to a criti-
cal period for second language learning,” conclude Ellen Bialystok
and Kenji Hakuta, two other highly respected linguists. “The answer
is short and simple: regardless of age, those who attained near-native
proficiency in English were able to make abstract judgments with a
high level of accuracy. . . . Thus, learners of second language, even
adult learners, continue to have ‘access’ to the ability to learn
abstract linguistic structures, even of the Chomskian variety.”2

Having said this, there is a logical assumption that the younger
a person, the easier it is for him to become fluent. This can be
explained from two important perspectives, one quantitative and
the other neuropsychological. Acquiring a language in the early
years gives the learner more time to practice, say bilingual educa-
tion specialists Thomas Wayne and Virginia Collier. By the time a
person is eighteen years old, for example, language ability may
differ if learning began at birth or at age thirteen (eighteen versus
five years of practice). “On the basis of our findings, the distinc-
tion between native and second languages may be less for [people
who had] younger ages of exposure to a second language,”3 con-
firms Joy Hirsch at Columbia University. But does this explain all
the differences in fluency? Not exactly, because the other piece of
the puzzle appears to be in neuropsychology. As we will see, the
way the brain takes in information about language varies from age
to age.

BILINGUALISM FROM BIRTH: WHY STRATEGY AND
OPPORTUNITY ARE THE KEYS

Children who are brought up bilingual from birth can normally
manage each of their languages with fluency, though the level of
proficiency within the languages may vary in each of the sub-skills
of understanding, speaking, reading, and writing. The amount of
time devoted to each of the languages has a direct correlation in the
early years to the ability to later use it efficiently. That is, the more
quality time devoted to a target language, the more likely the
speaker will have high-level fluency. This is important to remember
when parents commit themselves to raising children bilingually or
multilingually: fluency does not come without effort.A family strat-
egy for approaching languages should be a conscious decision; sim-
ply exposing a child to a language is helpful but not nearly as
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impacting as engaging the child in constructive play or learning and
using age-appropriate vocabulary. We will talk more about strategy
after we clarify how bilingualism from birth works.

When a child learns languages from birth, he is effectively learn-
ing them as two first languages. Brain scans show that people
brought up bilingual from birth have languages in the same area of
the brain as do monolinguals, whereas people who learn languages
after the first seven months or so actually use different areas for pro-
cessing sounds, or do not perceive sounds at all that are not repre-
sentative in their native language.

Children use language as a collection of patterns that regulate
social life, according to educational researcher Chet Bowers. This
means that a child who is bilingual from birth is learning to manage
the world through two social systems, based on the concepts
learned, which are represented in two languages.When a child does
this from birth, he has the advantage of understanding a single con-
cept, but with two lenses on the world.This is a great advantage over
children who become bilingual or multilingual after birth because
there are conflicting patterns that regulate social life.A monolingual
who learns a new language later in life takes the concepts learned
about the world from birth and learns to represent them by two dif-
ferent patterns, or ways of understanding and expressing. Let’s look
at an example to make this point clearer.

Let’s say an eight-year-old English speaker moves to Mexico.
“Noodles” is no longer the noodle concept the child had before; it
also now becomes fideo (Spanish for noodle). Fideo arrives with its
own cultural baggage. It could be that fideos are prepared differently
than noodles are. They could have a different taste or smell. Fideos
might look different, have distinct shapes from noodles, or be eaten
under different circumstances. Noodles and fideos are two different
concepts. This is in contrast to a child brought up bilingual from
birth, who accepts the concept of noodle/fideo as one.Although the
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circumstances, shape, or flavor may differ, his understanding of the
noodle/fideo concept is simply larger than a monolingual’s concept
would be. Noodles and fideos are not laid one on top of the other
but rather are one. Bilingualism from birth makes learning about
fideos different from simply accepting that noodle and fideo are the
same concept with different wrappings.

This English-speaking child who moves to Mexico was monolin-
gual from birth. He has different mechanisms for conceptual under-
standing from a child brought up bilingual from birth. Maintaining
the English home language, once settled in Mexico, would help the
child to harmonize his symbolic world built out of internal and
external symbols. Learning different languages and cultures influ-
ences cognitive processes by exposing individuals to different val-
ues, beliefs, and demands. By maintaining the home language
alongside the majority language, the child’s internal symbol system
is preserved, and a broader conceptual understanding of “noodle”
or fideo can begin to occur. This does not always happen, however.
If this child were to be told to drop his first language and concen-
trate on perfecting Spanish, for example, he would be deprived of
his primary conceptual understanding of noodle, making the task of
understanding fideo more difficult. Parents who feel they are help-
ing by limiting the child to use of the new language are wrong. If the
child is forced into only using the majority language, Spanish, and
not allowed to link it to an established concept (noodle), the child is
being asked, in effect, to build a new concept rather than modify an
existing one, something the brain is not apt to do. It is less natural
for the brain to be forced to replace existing labels for concepts
about the world than it is to ask the brain to add a new label to the
concept. This is one of the strongest psychological arguments in
favor of additive bilingualism, adding a new language, as opposed to
subtractive bilingualism, in which the new language replaces the old.

The process of becoming bilingual from birth is where we turn
next.All people brought up bilingual from birth learn to speak their
languages, whereas only some go on to learn to read and write. As
we said earlier, one of the strongest arguments for bringing children
up bilingual from birth is that the brain treats both languages as first
languages, and the mechanisms for development follow the natural
pathways of language acquisition. Although it is a bit alarming to
accept at first, we now know that the child treats bilingualism as a
single language at first, borrowing from one or the other until he
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becomes cognizant of their separate domains, usually at around two
to four years old. When a child can begin to categorize languages
(“Mommy says noodles, Daddy says fideos”) and then labels the
languages by name (“Mommy speaks English, Daddy speaks Span-
ish”), then the child begins to do what adults do, translate. Until that
time, however, the child may mix syntax and grammar, borrow
vocabulary, and speak one of his languages at inappropriate times.
This is absolutely normal. Does this mean that if we can’t bring up
our children bilingual from birth we might as well give up? Not at
all! It does, mean, however, that there are distinct advantages to
being bilingual from birth. Let’s further compare the differences
between early and late bilinguals.

Although most researchers agree that people of all ages can learn
a new language, there are studies that explain why bilingualism from
birth is “easier.” Several studies distinguish how late bilinguals rely
on their native languages as linguistic crutches for understanding,
referring constantly to the first language concepts as points of refer-
ence for future learning.4 One study found that even proficient bilin-
guals “categorize second language sounds according to their first
language representations,”5 meaning that the concepts we are
exposed to in infancy influence our ability to learn subsequent new
conceptual understandings throughout our lifetimes.This is the most
efficient way our brain can work. Imagine, it would be incredibly
redundant for the brain to create new concepts for every new word
in every new language; it is far easier to attach a new label to an
existing concept. But this means that the new label has to pass
through the filter of understanding of the original concept in the
original language.This is efficient and logical, but it is also less rapid
than starting off life with conceptual understandings that have mul-
tiple labels attached.

Are multiple languages in a single system in the brain, do they
overlap, or are they distinct? Are languages somehow connected to
the same meaning system, or are there two different meaning sys-
tems related to each language? Evidence from stroke victims shows
that one language can be lost but not the other.This implies that the
conceptual understanding can remain even if an entire language is
lost.This means that there also has to be some kind of inhibition sys-
tem in order to keep one language available and the other “quiet.”

When a child first applies meaning to words and produces
speech, there appear to be three steps to the process, according to
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Ellen Bialystok and Kenji Hakuta. “First, children need to deter-
mine the simple units of meaning that become the basis for more
complex ideas.”6 In our noodle example, “noodle” is the basic unit,
and the labels spaghetti, lasagna, and macaroni and cheese, can be
built upon the basic unit. Second, “children need to be cognitively
prepared to represent these primitive ideas in a symbolic system.”7

This can be the actual noodles themselves or the written word
“noodle.” Third, “the conceptual primitives need to be properly
labeled and combined in order to organize the structure of the
emerging language.”8 This means if our child misunderstands fideo
and does not associate it with “noodle,” he will be lost. If the child
misunderstands fideo, he will also misunderstand its subentities as
well as the purpose/use of the concept. This means that without
understanding “noodle” it us impossible to know spaghetti. This is
the core explanation of why mother tongue (or first language) pro-
ficiency is so important. This conceptual development of language
is explained in part by how the human brain is wired,9 which we
will now review.

HOW TWO LANGUAGES CAN BE REPRESENTED IN ONE MIND

There are many ways to think about how two or more languages
can coexist in one mind. I am sure that each multilingual has his own
theory about the process. For example, one day while doing home-
work my youngest child promptly laid down his pencil and told me
that “the hole in my brain for Spanish is full now. I can’t do any
more Spanish. I’m going to start my Math instead.” When he said
this, he was creating a mental model of how his brain was structured
and how information could fill up the different spaces allotted to dif-
ferent disciplines. Ingenious—and maybe closer to the truth than we
think! Other slightly more sophisticated models of two languages in
one mind are based on an “overlap” hypothesis in which the lan-
guages are distinct but have an area where they cross into each
other’s space.A second view is that the two languages are function-
ally separate and therefore do not cross over.And a third view is that
there is a “mental firewall” that separates the languages.That is, the
bilingual can function as a monolingual by putting up a barrier on
his other languages. The key to this smooth functioning is in the
speaker’s ability to quickly identify which language he should be
using. In other words, to apply this mental firewall one needs to
know which language to access and which to block. Clues about
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which language should be used are fundamental to the external
appearance of the child’s effort level when he uses his languages.
This is one explanation for why the one-person one-language strat-
egy is so popular. In this strategy children have the best possible
clues available and know exactly which language should be used in
which context. If the child is not sure about which side of the fire-
wall to access, he hesitates and can appear confused.

In her laboratory, Judith Kroll simulated this potential confusion.
She asked participants to view pictures and to “name the picture in
English if you hear the high tone and in Dutch if you hear the low
tone.”10 This created a situation similar to that in which a child is
told, “name the picture in English if you see Daddy’s face, and in
Dutch if you see Mommy’s face.” Both the tones and the faces are
clues that help children decide which side of the firewall to access.
Humans as a species are very visually inclined, so it is no wonder
than one-person one-language is easy to adhere to.We think to our-
selves, see the face, and speak the face’s language.Without a visual
cue, children seek out auditory triggers to help them decide what
language to speak. It is interesting that as the bilingual becomes
more proficient, fewer clues are needed, and less inhibition takes
place because the action becomes automatic. Brian Mac Whinney
believes that both children and second language learners pick up fre-
quent cues and then determine their reliability.When they are found
to be “legitimate,” they guide the choice of language. This leads to
the first of four subelements of language, comprehension; the other
subelements (speaking, reading and writing) will follow.

Language Comprehension

The first basic element of language is the ability to comprehend
others, which begins with speech and sound perception even before
a child is born. Sounds are perceived in utero, and the rhythm of the
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language, which will surround the infant, is sensed even before he or
she is born. Shortly after birth the child begins to distinguish native
language sounds from foreign ones. Dehaene-Lambertz, Dehaene,
and Hertz-Pannier used functional magnetic resonance imaging
(fMRI) to measure brain activity as it related to normal and reversed
speech in awake and sleeping three-month-old infants. This experi-
ment showed that although the infants could not yet produce speech
of their own, they had sophisticated interpretation methods of oth-
ers’ speech.Their conclusions were that “precursors of adult cortical
language areas are already active in infants, well before the onset of
speech production.”11 This study shows that by three months of age
infants discriminate between real speech and nonsensical sounds in
the same way as adults do, even though they are not producing these
sounds themselves.

A very intriguing conjecture posed by some theorists in England
is that human infants are born universal receivers of all sounds, such
as musical ones, and they have the ability to distinguish all human
phonemes possible.These researchers suggest that the ability to rec-
ognize these sounds narrows drastically in the first months of life,
and after approxiately nine months, humans are only able to per-
ceive the sounds that are part of their daily repertoire. For example,
if a child is exposed to all the notes in the musical scale and these
are rehearsed throughout the first year, he would theoretically not
lose the innate perfect pitch we are all born with. In a similar fash-
ion, if the child is exposed to Arabic, English, Chinese, German,
Japanese, Hindi, and French in the first year of life, he would be able
retrace these neural pathways later on in life and perceive them
when formally learning the languages at a later age. Such a sugges-
tion has wide-ranging implications for parenting as well as for all
early caregivers. Exposure to language sounds (cassette tapes of
songs from other languages, for example) cannot hurt a child’s lan-
guage development, and may potentially help. But does this mean
that parents should be encouraged to bombard their children with
language sounds from foreign lands just in case they decide to pur-
sue one foreign language in the future? I think most parents would
agree that “everything in moderation has its place,” and that all
things in exaggeration should be discarded. Having said this, a good
argument can be structured in favor of using otherwise unoccupied
moments (long car rides, for example) to expose infants to sounds
they might not normally encounter on a daily basis. As I drove the
kids back and forth to crèche or kindergarten in Geneva I remem-
ber playing musical soundtracks in the car, sometimes in French,

32 Living Languages



other times in English or Spanish. They were popular children’s
songs and enjoyable in and of themselves, but by playing a variety
of language sounds I believe I was helping strengthen different neu-
ral pathways for phonemes in different languages that my children
would formally learn in later years.

Manuela Friedrich and Angela Friederici of the Max Plank Insti-
tute for Human Cognitive and Brain Science noted another early
discrimination procedure of language by infants.They demonstrated
that infants not only acquire knowledge about the sounds, intona-
tion, and organization of their native language but also begin to
understand the way words and symbols are linked. Additionally,
their study showed the dramatic finding that nineteen-month-old
infants showed the same discrimination abilities as adults when it
came to identifying phonotactically legal (pseudowords) and phono-
tactically illegal (nonwords) word onsets versus real words. Their
study has implications for second language learning after this early
age in that words not recognized in the native tongue will be con-
sidered “nonsensical” until a conscious understanding and labeling
of languages can be made, which normally occurs between two and
four years of age. This means that a child brought up bilingual from
birth will have an easier time acquiring languages than a child intro-
duced to a second language at nineteen months of age because the
older a child gets, the better the brain becomes at filtering out non-
native sounds. Patricia Kuhl of the Institute for Learning and Brain
Sciences and the Department of Speech and Hearing Science at the
University of Washington goes so far as to say that “infants use com-
putational strategies to detect the statistical and prosodic patterns in
language input, and this leads to the discovery of phonemes and
words.”12 She hypothesizes that one of the reasons it is believed that
children learn languages differently from adults hinges on “the
brain’s commitment to the statistical and prosodic patterns that are
experienced early in life,” which, to her, “help to explain the long-
standing puzzle of why infants are better language learners than
adults.”13 That is, the brain is a pattern-seeking organ; it searches for
meanings by finding recognizable patterns that it has seen before
and that confirm knowledge about the outside world.The earlier the
exposure, the stronger the patterns.

However, some believe that language development is more closely
related to the amount of experiences one has than to the stage of
natural brain development that the child is undergoing.Work by Bar-
bara Conboy of the University of California at San Diego and Debra
Mills of San Diego State University places a higher premium on the
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experiences of the bilingual infant as compared with developmental
changes in the brain to explain bilingual infants’ word recognition
and use in their languages. They found that studies of nineteen- to
twenty-one-month-old bilingual infants “indicate that the organiza-
tion of language-relevant brain activity is linked to experience with
language rather than brain maturation.”14 That is, the more practice
and exposure children had to their languages, the speedier the
recognition and use of their vocabulary. This study has implications
that challenge whether it is important for a child to have early expo-
sure to a language or whether the amount of exposure can offer
equal benefits in terms of foreign language learning. The question
now seems to come down to whether language proficiency depends
more on “when” or on “how much.” In a guarded recommendation,
it would seem prudent to say that learning a new language is guided
by the concept that earlier is still better than later, and that more is
better than less.

The more exposure a child has to quality language input from lov-
ing caregivers, the better off that child will fare with languages. In
summary, quantity and quality both carry weight in determining the
eventual fluency of the language learner. In the early years quality
translates into exposure to all the sounds found in the child’s lan-
guages (which can easily be achieved by reading aloud to the child
and natural verbal exchanges), along with quantity, which implies
that all languages in a child’s life get equal time. Offering children
exposure to language sounds is only half of the parents’ and care-
givers’ job, however. Parents need to learn to listen to what their
children produce and guide their emerging speech.This is where we
turn our attention next.

EARLY CHILDHOOD (0–5): THE RACE IS ON, BUT WHO IS IN
THE DRIVER’S SEAT? THE REASONS PERSON, PLACE, AND
TIME MATTER IN LANGUAGE STRATEGY

Learning to Speak First and Second Languages

After understanding language through the perception of sounds,
an infant’s natural instinct is to try to reproduce those sounds; thus
speech is developed. Human speech evolved with the species.
According to Philip Lieberman, “speech anatomy first appears in the
fossil record in the Upper Paleolithic (about 50,000 years ago)” and
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involves “species-specific anatomy deriving from the descent of the
tongue into the pharynx.”15 Humans, unlike their ape counterparts,
have the unique ability to speak because of the physical attributes
of the tongue’s shape and the pharynx and voice box structures.
Chimpanzees lack a vocal tract capable of producing certain sounds
that facilitate both speech production and perception.Although not
all evolutionary scientists agree, some believe that speaking evolved
from other motor development, such as walking upright and run-
ning, not from the existence of Broca’s and Wernicke’s Areas, which
they say are consequential to speech. As we will see in Chapter 6,
this links aspects of motor delivery and coordination to eventual
speech processes.

Choosing to raise a child bilingually or multilingually from birth
takes a great deal of commitment on the parents’ part and relies
heavily on parent-child interactions as well as the consistency of
those interactions as they relate to the strategy parents use with
their child.As the child’s speech develops, parents play a huge role.
How exactly does this speech development occur?

There are two main schools of thought about how children
develop language. The overall debate is beyond the scope of this
book, but it is helpful for parents and teachers to understand the
basic mechanisms of each. In the early history of linguistics it was
believed that children learned languages by imitating the models
surrounding them. Later, the cognitivists, lead by Noam Chomsky,
demonstrated how children actually have innate language ability.
Chomsky had a profound impact on the way theorists viewed the
process of language development. From his work it was determined
that language is “part of the brain’s mental equipment. . . . Children
learned language because it was their biological destiny to do so,”
as Ellen Bialystok and Kenji Hakuta summarize.16 Others con-
tributed to this argument by demonstrating how parents actually do
little grammatical correction of their children, primarily concerning
themselves with the content of the child’s message as opposed to its
grammatical structure.That is, when Mary says, “Daddy am a girl!,”
the parents are more likely to correct Mary by saying, “No, Daddy
is a boy,” rather than “No, Daddy is a boy.” This has important
implications for second language learning because it points to a key
aspect of communication in which nouns play a bigger role than cor-
rect grammar. Some schools of thought encourage the child to learn
as much vocabulary as possible and presume the grammar will fol-
low naturally. This tactic is based on the belief that parents don’t
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normally correct these kinds of errors in the first place, and the child
eventually self-corrects as his clarity is compromised if he does not
learn to use correct grammar. Others go so far as to believe that even
if the child fails to learn the correct grammar for the language, peo-
ple will still understand him if his vocabulary is large enough. That
is, the person will know enough words to make his point clear,
despite the lack of grammar. This is contrary to a growing trend in
schools these days in which there is a return to overt grammar
instruction. For a decade and a half there was a slow drift away from
formal grammar instruction in the United States; it was considered
“old fashioned” and tedious. Many international and bilingual
schools have found that overt instruction of grammar in new lan-
guages actually has distinct benefits for students.The schools may be
filling in a gap for parents when they do this, because parents are
less likely to pay attention to these problems. Success in school is
more reliant on grammatical perfection than on informal communi-
cation, so grammar becomes the school’s responsibility by default.

Mac Whinney and colleagues have devised a beautiful visual rep-
resentation of how children develop vocabulary. They show that ini-
tially, when a child has a vocabulary of roughly fifty words, nouns are
the primary content, making up about ninety-five percent of a child’s
speech. Nouns remain the dominant unit of vocabulary throughout
the child’s life. Later, when the child has a vocabulary of around 150
words, nouns still dominate, representing about seventy-five percent
of the child’s vocabulary; the rest is about twenty percent verbs and
five percent adjectives, adverbs, and other parts of speech.When the
child grows to have 250 words, nouns still remain the dominant
vocabulary at about eighty percent, with verbs reaching about seven-
teen percent and adjectives growing as well. By the time children
enter schools they employ more and more verbs, but their porpor-
tion as compared with nouns is always smaller. By grade school,
verbs are about twenty-five percent of the child’s vocabulary,
whereas nouns are roughly sixty percent and the rest of the words
are the other parts of speech.This graphic bears witness to the impor-
tance of vocabulary building in both first and subsequent language
development, and the key role that nouns and naming objects play.

Language Strategies

The most popular bilingual parent strategy is one-person one-
language in which each parent speaks a single language to their
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child. This is an efficient strategy primarily because it is the easiest
to be consistent with, but it does not necessarily yield superior
results.Though effective, one-person one-language is only an option
for families in which the parents speak distinct languages.This strat-
egy is not an option for a family in which both parents speak the
same language. For example, if both mother and father speak Span-
ish at home and leave English to the community, the family language
strategy will be based on place, not person. Other families choose to
use time to set the parameters for language use, for example, week-
ends are always in the second language, or story time is only con-
ducted in the first language. There are a myriad of combinations
possible, but it should be remembered that they all fall into three
simple categories or strategies: Person, Place, or Time (see Table 3.1).

It is important to remember that no one strategy has been proven
superior to any other. There has been more research on one-person
one-language, but this is probably because it is easy to document.
Think about it. It’s easier to observe who should speak which lan-
guage to the child than whether or not it is the right time or place
to do so. I have had the pleasure of meeting hundreds of families
who choose strategies other than one-person, one-language who
have found success as well; consistency is the key in all cases. Any
strategy in which there is consistency has a far greater chance of suc-
cess than a random approach to language. Another plus in favor of
one-person one-language is that many parents feel it is more natural
and allows them to express themselves to their children in a free and
normal manner.

A constraint of successful strategies is that they also have to be
realistic given the child’s developmental stages. For example, I once
met a woman in Switzerland who devised an ingenious but utterly
ridiculous strategy. She told me she spoke five European languages
and wanted her children to be able to do the same because it opened
the door to a myriad of job possibilities, guaranteeing work and well
being. I told her that was an admirable goal and asked her just how
she was going to go about ensuring this. She told me, “Simple. On
Mondays I speak Italian. On Tuesdays I speak German. On Wednes-
days I speak English. On Thursdays I speak French. On Fridays I
speak Greek.” “That’s very ambitious of you,” I told her, beginning
to think she had really thought out how to give each language equal
time. “How old are your children?” I asked. “Two and three,” she
replied. Hmmm, I thought to myself. Now, while using time as a
marker for languages is a realistic strategy, it is only valid when the
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language receiver understands the concept of time. Normally, two-
year-olds are not very good at grasping the days of the week, and
they are often even challenged by “before” and “after,” let alone
abstracts such as Monday,Tuesday, and Wednesday. Clearly, this was
a strategy doomed to failure, at least until the children were old
enough to understand how their languages were being divided.

Different strategies work for different family circumstances. One-
person one-language would also not be very successful if one of the
parents was not around with enough frequency to give his or her
language sufficient time with the children. In such a case, it might
be more effective for the family to decide that Mom always speaks
her native language with the kids, except when Dad is home, when
the family language switches to Dad’s native language. Or if Mom
is not proficient in Dad’s language, then decide that storytime on
the weekends is Dad’s time and in his language. Or optionally, the
family could adopt a strategy in which vacations are spent in the
father’s home country if resources permit. Different options,
depending on family resources and goals, will meet different family
needs. Regardless, a good strategy is imperative in successful multi-
lingualism so that a space for quality language input for the child is
guaranteed.

An aspect of quality language input relates to the speech produc-
tion that the child is able to achieve. For example, a concerned father
once asked me, in his thickly Turkish-accented English, what I
thought about him speaking only English with his son. I politely told
him it depended on his family’s language goal. Language input is
language output in the early years, what goes in is what comes out.
That is, if the family’s goal was that the son speak the same level of
English as the father, then so be it. But the family has to accept that
unless there were others also speaking English to the son, his only
source would be his father, and if his father had an accent, gram-
matical errors, pronunciation problems, or otherwise imperfect
speech patterns, this would be what his son would end up produc-
ing. This does not make this a “bad” strategy, on the contrary, it if
meets the family’s language goals, then it is a good one. However,
parents need to understand and accept the limits of their influence
on their child’s language abilities. If English is a goal, and this Turk-
ish family lives in Swiss-German speaking Switzerland, the father
could potentially use his English to give his son a leg up on basic
understanding, but he also might consider whether this might be
detrimental. Perhaps he should leave the English to the school when
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his son begins this as part of the regular curriculum in about the fifth
grade. Different families will evaluate this situation in different ways
and make different choices about their personal strategies. For this
particular family, if the father spoke in English and the son learned
English with a strong Turkish accent, this might be inconsequential,
but many families prize bilingualism in early youth precisely
because it reduces the chances of having an accent.

Accents

It is well established that speaking is contingent on being able to
hear—you can’t produce a sound with the mouth if you have never
perceived it with the ear.17 When this happens, the brain registers
each sound as different electrical impulses, in distinct parts of the
brain. In studies of individuals learning foreign languages, István
Winklerand and colleagues, who studied Hungarians learning
Finnish, noted such distinct neural firings. They concluded that
“learning to speak a new language requires the formation of recog-
nition patterns for the speech sounds specific to the newly acquired
language.”18 This is one explanation for why foreign language learn-
ers often have accents; they simply cannot perceive the subtle sound
differences and therefore cannot reproduce them. An example of
this can be seen with Japanese speakers who do not differentiate
between r and l or between fu and hu; Japanese has a single written
character for each of these pairs, making it very hard for Japanese
native speakers to distinguish them in their own speech within new
language.

Another reason people often have accents in a foreign language is
that the tongue is a muscle, and it is trained to vocalize sounds in
harmony with the throat to reproduce sounds it has practiced. Like
other muscles, it can be built up to do things it has not yet practiced.
This means that if I “work out” my tongue and ear, I can eventually
learn to speak a language without an accent. However, many people
don’t worry about having an accent; they simply care about com-
municating a message.

Another key reason for accents relates to the number of sounds in
the native language compared with the number of sounds in the second
language. Some languages have a large phoneme scale, whereas others
have a small one. Japanese has just a few phonemes, making native
Japanese speakers highly likely to have accents.This is in contrast with
Dutch speakers who have a large number of phonemes in their lan-
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guage, meaning the likelihood they have an accent is fairly low. English
has twenty-six letters, which can be combined in approximately 1120
manners to produce forty-nine phonemes. This contrasts with Italian,
for example, which has the same twenty-six symbols, but just thirty-
three letter combinations to produce twenty-five sounds.This kind of a
hierarchy of phonemes implies that if you are a native Swedish speaker,
for example, and you want to learn Japanese, the likelihood that you
can speak that language without an accent is quite high as you already
hear and use all the sounds in the phoneme structure, save one (tsu).
On the other hand, if you are a native Spanish speaker and you want
to learn English, the chances of having an accent are high, because
there are several sounds that are used frequently that you have never
practiced before, (such as th).The total number of phonemes in a per-
son’s native language versus the number in subsequent languages influ-
ences how likely a person is to have an accent.

Others have demonstrated the importance of language typology
in successful, accent-free adult foreign language acquisition. Salim
Abu-Rabia and Simona Kehat19 reviewed the critical period hypoth-
esis, which supposes that people past a certain age will never be able
to speak a foreign language without an accent. However, their study
documented ten cases of late-starter English-Hebrew bilinguals who
learned native-like Hebrew pronunciation in an attempt to challenge
the critical hypothesis theory. This study reinforces the belief that
people can learn to pronounce sounds in foreign languages without
accents even later in life. English and Hebrew share some phono-
logical basis; the likelihood of speaking these languages inter-
changeably with little accent is high. Similar findings are seen with
Dutch and Swedish speakers, whose languages have a very broad
phonological band; they are able to speak nearly any other language
with little perceptible accent.

Another reason that people have accents is because they like
them. As I wrote in The Multilingual Mind, “Foreign accents let the
listener know that something non-native, unnatural, even difficult is
being undertaken,” and many people want it to be known that they
are going to some trouble to communicate with others in a foreign
tongue. Accents are cultural markers that let others know where
they are from, which implies something about their beliefs and val-
ues. Some people like their accent because it identifies their cultural
roots. In the opposite case, it has been noted that some people
quickly perfect the native accent in the new target language in order
to avoid being identified with a particular group.
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This information makes it clear that people have foreign accents
for a variety of reasons, some of which are related to age, training of
the ear, or practice with the mouth. In other people, the desire to
lose foreign accents is more important. Let’s return now to the basic
stimulation of speaking in young multilingual children.

The Power of Storytelling

We all love a good story, whether read from a book or pulled from
the imagination. My kids often ask, “When you were a kid . . . ?” in
the hope that I will tell them something about my childhood that
they can compare with their own. Some cultures are built around
stories. Some Native American Indian groups begin the day telling
the stories of their dreams.The Japanese-Americans in Hawaii often
“talk story” and swap the news of the day. African cultures and
Greek myths built their morality lessons around stories. In a similar
vein, storytelling offers us another way to bring a second or third
language into a natural context with children. “We know that chil-
dren are active participants in their acquisition of language. Their
language patterns are learned in social contexts while they are inter-
acting with other children and adults. Studies continue to confirm
that the development of vocabulary and syntactic complexity in lan-
guage are more advanced in children who are frequently exposed to
a variety of stories.”20

By sharing stories with our children, and getting them to develop
their own, we nurture growing language skills. Storytelling is a pow-
erful tool that parents use instinctively. “What did you do at school
today?” we anxiously ask as we pick up the children.We also know
to frame these inquires to draw out information: “Did you get to
paint again today? Was everybody there, or were some of the chil-
dren still sick with a cold? How did you like the sandwich I sent
you? Was it enough food, or do you want me to give you a yogurt
tomorrow? Did Miss Annie say anything about the song you’re prac-
ticing?” When we give children guidelines for a broad array of
responses by asking about a certain part of their school day, we are
not only more likely to get an answer from them but are also help-
ing develop a certain domain of vocabulary. If the child attends
school in a language that is different from the home language, then
this kind of storytelling is an opportunity to build vocabulary and
make links between conceptual understandings. For example, when
my three-year-old came home from the German School where he
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had just spent the past five hours and I asked him what color he
used to paint the house in his drawing, his mind probably races to
the German word. But then, in a split second, he realizes he is
speaking to me, and he will rethink his response and seek out these
words in English. By telling me the story of his painting, he is rein-
forcing not only the newly learned German vocabulary, which he
reviews in the split second before he responds to me, but he is also
applying past knowledge of English and making a conceptual link
between the two.

“Human planning abilities may stem from our talent for building
narratives.We can borrow the mental structures for syntax to judge
combinations of possible actions.To some extent, we do this by talk-
ing silently to ourselves, making narratives out of what might hap-
pen next and then applying syntax-like rules of combination to rate
a scenario as unlikely, possible or likely.”21 This makes listening to
the children in our lives as important as instructing or modeling for
them. Great parents and teachers know how to bring out narratives
from the children themselves. For example, when teachers show
children a series of pictures that tell a story, and then ask them,
“What do you think happens next?” they are helping students antic-
ipate, project, and plan, while simultaneously developing proper
syntax and increasing vocabulary. Similarly, when we get near the
end of a story and ask the children what they think will happen
next, we are helping them understand the logical course of actions,
and encouraging their use of proper language, to express conjecture.

Narratives are also a major foundation for ethical choices.William
Calvin believes that “we imagine a course of action and its effects
on others, then decide whether or not to do it.”22 When my son was
seven, I recall that he once brought home a series of three pictures.
His homework was to draw the fourth picture and write the ending
to the story.The first picture showed a boy carrying his books and a
sandwich. The second picture showed the boy’s sandwich falling on
to the ground as he tried to balance the books and his food without
success. The third picture showed a group of children pointing and
laughing at the boy who was staring sadly at his sandwich on the
ground. This simple series of pictures sparked off a very long con-
versation as my son thought about the various things that could or
should happen next. We talked about how the boy must be feeling.
We discussed what the other children were doing, and why.Then he
told me several ways the story could end. After several minutes of
possible and probable ideas floating around, he (thankfully) decided
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that another child would walk by and pick up the sandwich and give
it back to the boy, and offer to share his lunch as well. This was an
ethical and morality-building exercise, mediated through language.
After deciding on the ending, he drew the picture and then wrote his
response in German, meaning that this critical thinking, ethics-forming
exercise was also a writing lesson in a foreign language.

Many of us can remember how we as children listened to teachers
or our parents read to us. Before being able to read on our own, all of
us were read to. One of my favorite activities as a child was the
weekly visit to the public library, where the librarian would pull out a
delicious book with colorful pictures and read to us. Similarly, I
remember Ms. Houston, my fourth grade teacher, saving Friday after-
noons for a good book in the corner of our classroom. Reading sto-
ries aloud to small children can help instill a love of literature at an
early age and creates a habit of mind about how messages are stored
through written text. Stories help children develop predictive skills
about logic and order as well as enhance vocabulary and identify
salient aspects of life narratives. Storybook reading in multilingual
and multicultural classrooms is also a way of enhancing recall. Parents
and teachers can pause at different points in the book and ask about
things that occurred on previous pages, giving children the chance to
use appropriate vocabulary, and stimulating their working memory.
This carries over into the next stage of development in which school-
age children begin to learn to read, which we’ll turn to next.

Strangely enough, when taken with the insights about the com-
plexities of language in the brain, being able to speak a language
without an accent remains a more prized goal than being able to read
in a foreign language, which is cerebrally a far more challenging men-
tal task.The distinction between spoken forms of language and read-
ing show complementary yet distinct systems, and they are explained
in the following section as we look into the elementary years.

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL YEARS (6–12): WHY LANGUAGE IS A
GAME WHERE WE CAN ALL LEARN THE RULES

Learning foreign languages can seem like a lofty goal to adults.The
more we know about languages, the more daunting a task it appears.
Luckily young children do not know enough to be scared.As I wrote
in Raising Multilingual Children, small children have small egos and
this is a generally wonderful time to introduce a second language to
a monolingual child, or a third language to an already bilingual child.
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Small children treat language as a code to be broken or a game to be
played. Like a game, children gather up all the pieces they have
handy and make up the rules as they go along.After they start to play
they are corrected by their peers or parents and so modify these rules
until they perfect their game. Learning to speak is a game in which
the child is guided by parents, and then friends and teachers. By the
time the child enters school, the game becomes more complex, and
although the rules never change, the level of difficulty does.

In the elementary years children may continue with imaginary
play, but this slowly gives way to other more formal structured
games, which can also lead to language enhancement. For example,
giving kids The Game of Life or Monopoly in the target language
gives them practice reading and following directions. Games can
also enhance peer teaching, which we will see more in Chapter 7. A
scene I witnessed between children went something like this: 

Tomás: “You got a four: move ahead four spaces and take a
card.”

Geronimo: “It says, ‘If you own electric utilities pay a $50 tax.’
What’s a utilities?”

Tomás: “It’s like the gas and the water thing you just bought.
You gotta pay $50!”

Tomás subtly teaches Geronimo new vocabulary and models cor-
rect sentence patterns. While not the Webster’s Dictionary, as they
make their way around the board, what Tomás says will probably stay
in Geronimo’s mind far longer than the dictionary definition of “util-
ities.” Informal peer instruction is one of the most powerful ways of
getting young learners to use language in appropriate ways. Parents
often ask me if they should pay a tutor to give their young children
extra classes in the target language, and I tell them they would be far
better off taking time to arrange play dates. In the elementary years,
one of the best sources of language instruction comes from the natu-
ral interactions children share with similar aged peers. Good schools
also know this and their curriculum structures encourage authentic
learning experiences that model natural peer exchanges.

Formal Schooling

There is general consensus that theme-based syllabi are more
effective than traditional grammatical syllabi when teaching foreign
languages.This is not to say that grammar should not be taught, but
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rather that the lessons should gravitate around themes rather than
points of grammar.This is something that both parents and teachers
should take advantage of when trying to promote the use of second
or subsequent languages. Rather than insisting that Johnny read in
Spanish (or Thai or Arabic or Swahili), why not encourage him to
learn more about soccer (or dinosaurs or trains or animals) in that
target language? This way parents and teachers use the natural inter-
est of the child and the language is merely a vehicle toward learn-
ing. In pedagogical terms this means the structure is based on two
basic ideas: syllabi should be “based on systemic versus schematic
knowledge in language learning” and founded on a “two-dimensional
concept of language proficiency, involving basic interpersonal/
communicative skills and cognitive/academic language profi-
ciency.”23This method guides learning through authentic activities in
which students see immediate applicability for their studies.We have
all heard (and probably said so ourselves), “When will I ever use
that in my life?” When children learn a new language they need to
see its immediate applicability, usefulness, or benefit in order to
maintain a high level of motivation for the task.Although this is true
for any subject taught in school, language has the distinct advantage
over other areas in that our world is mediated through language,
meaning it should be easy to find applications in real life.

Language is also played at several different “levels.” Babies first
begin to babble in reaction to the sounds they hear around them;
they gain their first words in their languages and move on to learn-
ing to read and, the toughest level of all, write.Whereas speaking is
something Homo sapiens have done for thousands of years, reading
and writing are relatively “new” skills in the human repertoire. We
will now turn to literacy, the highest level of language.

Reading in First and Second Languages

We take reading and writing for granted in our school systems.
What we often forget is that the expectation that all people will
learn literacy skills is just three or four generations old. Before that
time, reading and writing were limited to the educated elite and to
the clergy. It is rather recent that all people, poor and rich, lower as
well as upper class, are expected to learn how to read and write.
Adamson and colleagues reported extensively at the European Con-
ference on Reading, which sought to clarify the relationship
between reading, writing, and thinking. They pointed out that
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although verbal communication has been part of human exchange
for thousands of years, the expectation that average citizens should
reach levels of universal literacy is only about two hundred years
old. As a “new” cognitive task, the location of reading in the brain
is of particular interest to evolutionary biologists, who can actually
trace the changes that have occurred in the human brain due to the
demands of reading and writing, something we will explore further
in Chapter 6.

In cross-linguistic studies, it has been documented that literate
societies train children to read sometime between three and eight
years of age. Americans and the British seem to push literacy earli-
est, with many programs teaching preliteracy skills starting as early
as infancy, and formally by around three-and-a-half. The Nordic
countries tend to begin later, and generally begin teaching literacy
skills around age eight. Interestingly enough, it has been docu-
mented that by the age of nine there is virtually no difference in the
accuracy with which children read between these two extremes.That
is, learning to read at three or learning to read at eight makes no dif-
ference in the level of reading by age nine.

Two basic schools of thought drive literacy policy around the
world, phonics and whole language. Phonics basically treats lan-
guages as a code: teach the code, and then teach the student to deci-
pher it.Whole language asks learners to approach the text as a single
entity, filling in gaps of understanding through context. Although
extremely popular in the United States in the 1990s, whole language
is giving way to phonics at present (it is interesting to note that the
Europeans never abandoned the phonics approach). It is no wonder
that recent studies confirm the efficiency of phonics as compared
with whole language. Constance Holden reported in Science that
tutoring students in phonics actually changed the way brains were
wired for language. This article documented the Yale study by Sally
Shaywitz and Bennett Shaywitz, which imaged the brains of poor
readers aged six to nine years old as they underwent an intensive
eight months of phonics as opposed to the whole language
approach. They found that the children gained ground through the
use of phonics, which had long-lasting results, as compared with
whole language approaches, and that the physical structure of lan-
guage areas of their brain changed through the process. Some
researchers have accepted these findings and have tried to adapt
teaching methodologies to respond to the poor reader by concen-
trating on the social context of learning how to read.
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Materials That Enhance Reading Motivation

Landis reported in the Reading & Writing Quarterly that when
the context of the reading material was more closely related to the
lives of the children being taught, their motivation to learn was
higher.This finding has implications for the selection of initial read-
ing material for emergent readers and refers to a broader area of
educational development concerning multiliteracy skills.This means
that success hinges on the ability of children to relate to what they
are reading. Books that children connect with personally stimulate
more interest than books about places or things that they have no
connections to. This reminds me of the English textbooks used in
Lima, Peru, which were filled with vocabulary and pictures of snow-
storms and rain.There is less than a third of an inch of rainfall a year
in Lima. Many of the children had a very hard time digesting the
vocabulary related to English winter weather, let alone snowstorms,
as they had no point of reference to these concepts in their real lives.

This leads to two pieces of advice for parents and teachers of new
readers. Choose books by focusing on the content or theme of ideas,
and when possible, remember that the more emotionally engaging
the books are for the children, the more likely they are to read them.
This means different things to different people. My son Gabriel fell
in love with the Guinness Book of World Records series, which he
first received in Spanish in 2003.The next year I bought the book in
German and he continued to be engrossed by all of the strange facts
and stories.The following year we returned to Spanish, and the next
year back to German. In this way, we were able to encourage extra
reading time in his target languages through a specific interest area
he had.

Other responses to multiliteracy demands have emerged as a
result of technology. Cruickshank found that youngsters in Sydney,
Australia, who spoke Arabic at home were aided more in their
emerging reading skills by the Internet than by their parents. Such
self-directed structures suggest that home language reading skills
can be developed as elaborately as school language reading if and
when the individual feels sufficiently motivated to use technology as
a surrogate classroom for such skills. I have watched some of my
children’s friends experiment with language via e-mail and messages
before opening their mouths to speak. For example, some of my
daughter’s friends in Switzerland recently began formally studying
English in school.Their usual message chats suddenly changed from

48 Living Languages



Spanish to English as they sought to apply what they were learning
in the classroom to their real life contexts.These friends have never
attempted to speak to my daughter in English, however.

Reading involves the mind’s ability to perceive symbols, relate
them to a “code,” interpret their sounds, and then combine them
with other symbols to create words and eventually derive meaning,
all through the filter of a second language lens.Although this is chal-
lenging, it is actually less so than the feat of writing, which we will
now explain.

MIDDLE SCHOOL YEARS (12–15): THE TEACHER IS THE KEY,
BUT DOES SHE KNOW THE BEST WAYS TO TEACH FOREIGN
LANGUAGES?

Writing is a mental challenge in any language. To give an exam-
ple, we will speak about a specific group of students in the United
States who must learn a second language.We should remember that
there are two large and distinct groupings of people who learn to
read in a foreign language in the U.S. public school system, though
similar situations can be found around the world. First, there are
individuals who are native English speakers who must learn a for-
eign language as a school requirement, and, second, there are non-
native English language speaking students who join the school
system in their teen years. Let’s explore the U.S. example further.

Unlike other industrialized nations that begin second language
instruction in primary school and through oral skills, the U.S. public
schools leave foreign language instruction to middle or high school
and link literacy skills to oral skills. Not only does this put Ameri-
cans at a disadvantage for learning a new language but it also
requires a great deal of creativity on the part of teachers to maintain
student interest and attention at this age compared with younger
learners who are often more willing to participate. We will turn to
this later. First, let’s consider the second population of students:
immigrant English-language learners who arrive in an English-
speaking school and begin learning to speak, read, and write in Eng-
lish.This population is also at a disadvantage as compared with their
younger peers because the older the child, the bigger the ego.As stu-
dents get older, they are less likely to jump into the cold shower of
integration of a new language. Judith Rich Harris writes that it is also
more likely that peers guide each other’s choices the older they get,
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as humans are social beings. It is for this reason that researchers such
as Lies Sercu suggest that teaching foreign languages is not only a
linguistic task, but teachers “are now required to teach intercultural
communicative competence,”24 meaning rote grammar lessons and
spelling tests on irregular verbs are not at the heart of good teach-
ing. Good language teachers understand that learning their subject
for its own sake is no longer good enough; best practice related to
creating significant learning experiences means that the information
students take in best is colored by their perception of its usefulness.
Whereas it was previously acceptable to ask students to do things
because “the teacher knows best,” nowadays, teachers are respond-
ing to the demands of a savvier student body. Paloma Castro and
colleagues at the Universidad de Valladolid in Spain write that for-
eign language instruction used to be mainly tied to teaching a lin-
guistic code against the backdrop of a majority culture, but now
“teaching has reflected on language and culture in an integrated way
with a view to preparing learners to use the foreign language in
intercultural contact situations.”25 This trend in teaching means that
more great teachers are applying the “sense versus meaning” rule26

to classes: the course structure, order of concepts, and information
needs to not only make sense to the learner but it also needs to have
meaning in the student’s life.

This means foreign language instruction demands more creativity
than it used to. One of my favorite article titles of all time was writ-
ten by Patricia Heasley, a Pennsylvania librarian: “Reading and lan-
guage arts worksheets don’t grow dendrites.”27 Such a comment
takes a stab at the common practice in multilingual classrooms of
giving students worksheets upon worksheets until the hour finishes,
which she argues should be banned from serious classrooms. Some
believe that a social cultural approach to learning strategies is best
suited to mixed language classrooms. The social cultural approach
consists of “children’s mediation of their own and each other’s lan-
guage learning within and across languages, focusing on strategies
that support learning.” In dual language programs, for example, the
goal is centered on the children’s ongoing negotiation of how to
learn, giving the student control over certain aspects of his or her
work and making each assignment personally important. Middle
school children thrive on control, and by giving them space to elect
some of their own materials, teachers can appeal to their independ-
ent nature.

A spin-off of this concept is peer teaching. Caroline Linse and
Kathleen White describe a project they conducted in an elementary
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school in which fourth grade students who spoke English as their
second language (ESL) taught monolingual English speakers about
language diversity. The bilingual children visited the monolingual
children and told stories about how it felt to learn a new language.
By instilling empathy from monolingual peers, ESL students gained
emotional ground and self-confidence in their own skills by speak-
ing in English to their peers and sharing the challenges and successes
of the bilingual students.

Technology in the Middle School Classroom

Let’s face it, our children are far more versed in technological issues
than we are. Although it is prudent to be cautious about how far we
want to let computers take over the classroom, we have to admit that
there is some pretty amazing software out there, and the truth of the
matter is that our children’s teachers are often not as entertaining as
some of those programs. The application of some of these programs
and the use of digital media in multilingual classrooms are in infantile
stages, but their potential is great. Some school districts are investing
in software that helps overcrowded classroom situations by giving the
teacher a chance to work individually with some children while the
others are gainfully occupied on foreign-language learning tasks.
When resources permit, technology can be a great help to teachers.
Alison Taylor, Elisabeth Lazarus, and Ruth Cole share a brilliant idea
in which English speakers who were learning to write in German were
given feedback by their teachers via computers: “Students used a sim-
ple yet highly effective electronic learning tool to facilitate extended,
more complex, more accurate and more imaginative writing.”28 Some
argue that the new dynamics of virtual classrooms lead to freer
expression by students and a greater level of experimentation, which
enhances the level of learning.

Other successful activities with middle school students include
the use of authentic texts and narrow reading to enhance interest
levels. The use of self-selected reading material, including newspa-
pers, can help middle school students develop a sense of autonomy
about their language.Terry Meier believes that “children learn to use
language in culturally specific ways” and encourages teachers to link
children to their texts. This could, for example, take shape as a
search for a certain verb tense as found in fashion or sports maga-
zines in the target language. Or it could take the form of students
submitting a letter to an advice column of a local newspaper. Even-
tually, this can move from popular press to book assignments. Meier
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writes that by “choosing books that relate to children’s lives; teach-
ing book reading behaviors explicitly; and making books come
alive,” teachers can make foreign languages more directly related to
the lives of students.29 This implies that teachers know how to inte-
grate a certain level of choice in assignments, something many
authors point to as part of authentic learning experiences.

Patrick Manyak of the Department of Elementary and Early
Childhood at the University of Wyoming suggests that encouraging
bilingual students to engage in translation in the classroom also rep-
resents a practical and powerful way to draw on linguistically
diverse students’ sociocultural resources to facilitate their language
and literacy learning. We know that translation activities involve
negotiation with words and push children to seek out new vocabu-
lary, making such tasks highly beneficial to the learner. For example,
a bilingual class newsletter would help students improve writing
skills, help students learn vocabulary in both languages, and help
those that do the translation improve their own bilingual skills. By
translating each other’s work, a deeper metalinguistic awareness of
all languages is also stimulated.

Struggling readers are bound to be struggling writers, says Gail
Tompkins. To stem this problem in multilingual classrooms she sug-
gests that (1) teaching the writing process, (2) participating in writ-
ing workshops, (3) sharing published writings, (4) teaching
mini-lessons on writing skills, and (5) providing support and guid-
ance for students will ensure that writing becomes a celebrated
classroom activity.30 This is very similar to suggestions from other
authors in which they encourage sharing final writing projects by
internal class publishing or public postings. This enhances self-
esteem in emerging—as well as proficient—language learners. Such
an activity is basically cost-free (the cost of a tack on a wall), but it
does wonders to boost the self-esteem of language learners and their
motivation to continually improve. This is very much in line with
what other experienced researchers in the field say. Cummins and
colleagues assure us that by affirming the identities of English lan-
guage learners, they are increasing the confidence with which these
students engage in language and literacy activities.31 These authors
believe that improved school achievement is a byproduct of “iden-
tity investment.” In the middle school years parents and teachers
need to remember that self-esteem is deeply correlated with lan-
guage success. How a child feels about his or her own identity as a
multilingual impacts learning for the rest of his or her life. We will
explore this further as we view language in the high school years.
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HIGH SCHOOL YEARS (16–18): MOTIVATION, SENSE, AND
MEANING IN FOREIGN-LANGUAGE LEARNING

In the high school years, research points to three crucial steps in
foreign language success. The teacher’s ability to relate to the stu-
dents, the enhancement of critical thinking skills through language,
and the creation of authentic learning experiences are all important
in creating learning environments that are stimulating to older
teens. Each of these aspects is briefly described below.

Student-Teacher Relations

Zoltan Dörnyei is a well-known author in the field of foreign-
language learning and a proponent of differentiated teaching
methodologies. He believes three things must be kept in mind when
teaching a student a foreign language.The teacher must consider the
learner’s (1) personality, (2) ability/aptitude/intelligence, and (3)
motivation, mood, temperance, attitude, and values. Too often,
teachers rely too heavily on textbooks and do not take enough time
to get to know their learners, which Dörnyei says is a mistake.
Although personally getting to know students is one of the most
time-consuming aspects of teaching, it is the only sincere way to
understand student personalities, abilities, aptitudes, intelligences,
motivations, moods, temperance, attitudes, and values. By consider-
ing the needs of learners at each of these levels, Dörnyei has docu-
mented how teachers can become more effective in their practice.
This view is hard on “old school” teachers who feel that their job is
simply to deliver the subject matter. It was common belief just a
generation ago that teachers fed students information, and the stu-
dents needed to do the work. In other words, the teacher should not
be obliged to know the students, only their grades. This belief has
changed drastically in recent times, mainly because of our growing
understanding of the learning process.

Enhancing Critical Thinking

Another general practice that serves high school students well is
enhancing critical thinking skills throughout the language learning
process. Critical thinking means getting students to move beyond
superficial knowledge (memorization of terms, grammar, and vocab-
ulary) and to seek deeper, enduring understanding about language
(what it means to communicate in another language). Through the
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art of questioning, teachers can help students elevate their level of
thinking. In her article entitled “What If and Why? Literacy Invita-
tions for Multilingual Classrooms,” Sara Simonson points out that
good teachers are always sure to posit What if? and Why? questions
in order to make ordinary conversations extraordinary learning
experience.32 When students were challenged to use language in this
way, classroom experiences were made more authentic and the lan-
guage used is more sophisticated. Critical thinking should exist in all
facets of education, but it plays a special role in high school language
classes in which there are hundreds of opportunities per class to cap-
italize on developing this kind of logic.Teachers aren’t the only ones
to guide students in this way, however. Parents play a tremendous
role in their children’s learning experiences. By modeling good crit-
ical thinking, parents can help children. This means parents should
ask children questions for which there are no right or wrong
answers. For example, instead of saying, “Did you like the movie?”
say, “What did you like about the movie?” These subtle word varia-
tions in the daily exchanges we have with our children elevate their
level of thinking.

An overall best practice concept in foreign-language learning is
called content-based instruction (CBI). CBI views “the target lan-
guage largely as the vehicle through which subject matter content is
learned rather than as the immediate object of study.”33 This means
“an approach to language instruction that integrates the presenta-
tion of topics or tasks from subject matter classes (e.g., math, social
studies) within the context of teaching a second or foreign lan-
guage.”34 CBI is also what most successful bilingual or international
schools do. The curriculum of these schools uses language as the
means of teaching another subject. For example, if Mario studies
math in Spanish, the Spanish language is learned through the math
subject.

Authentic Learning Experiences

In his book, Creating Significant Learning Experiences, L. Dee
Fink writes extensively about his belief that there is no academic
growth without personal growth. To be successful, teachers must
know their students well. Understanding differences in student per-
sonalities means knowing who the introverted and extroverted stu-
dents are, who is likely to lead and who will follow, and who prefers
intuiting information versus who needs to sense it, creating learning
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experiences that cater to all learning styles. By identifying and then
meeting individual growth goals, teachers give students the power to
achieve academically as well.

High school students are social creatures. It is logical to presume
that activities that cater to this need for social interaction will also
enhance language. For example, theater activities are a brilliant way
of getting students to fall in love with another language while build-
ing up tremendous self-confidence. Theater activities stretch the
learner to cross psychological boundaries with their language(s).35

Not only does theater push students to their limits of self-confidence
by making them perform in front of others, it also teaches them to
express themselves in another language in an appropriate way.
Through performances about overarching cross-cultural themes, stu-
dents learn the appropriate contexts, body language, facial expres-
sions, and tones of voice that accompany different exchanges.
Theater performances are also team-building activities. Being a part
of a group with a single purpose is a great way to learn language in
a dynamic way that engages high school students on linguistic, psy-
chological, and social levels. This is supported by findings by Nilsen
and Nilsen, who feel that “there is nothing more motivating than to
feel you have something to contribute to a group situation.” They
encourage “activities that teach all students about the connections
between languages”36 and to each other. Theater has the ability to
teach human lessons that override individual cultural beliefs. Such
themes as honesty, loyalty, responsibility, citizenry, respect, trust,
and caring cross cultural boundaries and are understood in all lan-
guages. Using theater to bring these messages to others develops a
type of vocabulary all students should possess. By linking authentic
learning experiences based on solid content, such as a theater pro-
duction, second language teachers are more likely to be successful in
creating significant and long lasting learning experiences for high
school students. Other authentic experiences include travel to other
countries, if possible.

Some high school students are given the opportunity to study
abroad and live with a host family in another culture. Thousands of
American high school students participate in international student
exchanges every semester, and language is often one of the primary
goals for which they go abroad. Speaking from my own personal
experience as a Youth For Understanding exchange student to Japan
when I was sixteen, I can say that it is very hard to match the inten-
sity and reward of using a language in its authentic country context.
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Many study abroad programs are subsidized, and some even often
scholarships for highly qualified learners. If this is an option for stu-
dents, it is a highly recommended language experience. Other study
abroad programs are promoted through the university system in
which “Junior Year Abroad” has become more and more common.
We will turn next to the challenges and opportunities of learning a
foreign language at the university level.

UNIVERSITY YEARS (18–24): THE MARKETABILITY OF
MULTILINGUALS

Many people who have not had the opportunity to learn a lan-
guage earlier in life realize the value of a foreign language when
they are in college.As we saw in Chapter 2, there is growing demand
for people in all professions to communicate in other languages.
Although this demand is led by corporations, other professions, such
as medicine and the technology fields, also value multilinguals and
prize them for these skills. Traditional fields, such as the diplomatic
and military corps, translators, and educators, continue to encourage
professionals in their fields to be able to manage at least one lan-
guage other than English. There is a huge demand for teachers will-
ing to go abroad who have foreign language experience. The trend
for international school growth is widening and will only continue
to expand in the foreseeable future.

Some university students are wary of the prospect of learning a
language “late” in life, because they have heard if they did not learn
another language as children, it will be painfully hard as adults.
There is no doubt that there are distinct neural mechanisms that
accompany different-age learners, as we discussed earlier in this
chapter, but linguists have actually demonstrated that adults are far
more efficient than children when learning a new language. Such
news is encouraging if it is understood thoroughly.

How Children and Adults Differ When They Learn Foreign
Languages

It is indisputable that adults learn languages differently from chil-
dren and that children appear, in terms of brain use, to be more effi-
cient, but it is also acknowledged that humans can and do learn
languages across the lifespan with success. Shiro Ojima, Hiro Nakata,
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and Ryusuke Kakigi of the National Institute for Physiological Sci-
ences in Okazaki, Japan, studied the process of postchildhood second-
language learning by comparing event related brain potentials, a type
of brain imaging technique.37 They found that some aspects of lan-
guage appear to follow similar processing patterns in early and late
bilinguals, although others were distinct. They demonstrated that
equal language efficiency could be achieved through multiple chan-
nels in the brain. University students should not hesitate to under-
take a second or third language based on their age.

Ojima and colleagues studied university-age students learning a
second language as they perceived new sounds. It was not surprising
that they found that increased repetition decreased brain activity.
That is, the more rehearsed the function, the less energy it takes to
distinguish different sounds. This means that during relatively early
stages of acquiring a second language the brain works harder and
shows greater activation when hearing the native language alone or
the second language alone consistently. Presumably late learners
need to “get their head into” a foreign or native language mind
frame to do well on this task. It was also found that during early
learning stages, priming using the second language followed by first
language translation was more effective in teaching new sounds.
Adult learners rely more heavily on the native language translation
to consolidate new learning than a child brought up bilingual from
birth, for example. In contrast, during late stages of learning, first
language words followed by second language priming were most
effective. This means as the brain becomes more accustomed to the
new language it is most helpful to go from the native language to the
new language, rather than vice versa.

University students learn best with the following system. In early
stages of learning, hearing the new word and then its translations
helps the learning process. In the later stages, using the native lan-
guage to prompt the new language works best. This shows two key
differences between how infants perceive new language sounds as
compared with how adults perceive new language sounds. This also
proves that infants’ strategies for learning new speech sounds rely on
first language brain areas, whereas adults use different areas of the
brain to perceive new sounds. New learning for both infants and
adults relies on first perceiving the new sounds and then relating
that sound to a concept.That is, giving a sound a lexical label is sub-
sequent to distinguishing the sound in the first place. This seems a
reasonable finding if we presume that one cannot assign a meaning

Languages across the Lifespan 57



to a sound (or group of sounds) if those sounds are not first per-
ceived. University-age learners are typically in an academic envi-
ronment. How do other older adult learners, who may not have the
luxury of a stimulating university environment, cope with new lan-
guages? We turn to older adult learners next.

ADULT FOREIGN-LANGUAGE LEARNING (24+): WHY ADULTS
LEARN LANGUAGES DIFFERENTLY

Research says that given the same language, an adult will learn
faster than a child.Although children may be more efficient at using
their brain when it comes to language, adults can actually use what
they know about their first language to speed up their learning in
the second language. The difficulties adults may face when learning
a second language do not have to do with grammar, or at least it is
not any more problematic for an adult than a child; adults and chil-
dren tend to learn vocabulary and syntax at similar rates. Michael
Ullman assures us that “evidence suggests that native-like abilities in
L2 [second language] can indeed be attained, even for grammar.”38

The real problem for adults is related to phonology, or accents. As
we discussed in the previous section on accents, this is a small but
distinguishable area of language expertise in which adults and chil-
dren differ.

Children are often “forced” or coerced into learning foreign lan-
guages either due to family structures, moves, or as a course require-
ment at school. Adults that I have known, on the other hand, take
on a foreign language for different reasons. Some adults feel highly
motivated to learn a new language because they are emotionally
attached to someone who speaks that language. Others may want to
learn a language as a hobby. Still others have jobs for which promo-
tions require knowledge of another language.The biggest distinction
between children and adults in terms of motivation, then, is that
children are bound to a social structure in which learning the new
language is central to their integration, whereas adults tend to take
on languages either as a hobby (for which there is no external pres-
sure), for work (for which there is basically only external pressure),
or for love (for which there is positive internal motivation). Given
what we know about learning, positive internal motivation leads to
the best learning. This is why adults who fall in love with a native
speaker of another language are more likely to be successful than a
person who needs to learn Chinese for a job promotion. How can
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we find ways to make the obliged language learning situations of
most adults convert into an intrinsically motivated endeavor? It’s
important to know first how adults learn, and, second, to analyze
whether those needs are met through current learning options.

How Do Adults Learn Best?

Dorothy Billington proposes seven characteristics of highly effec-
tive adult learning environments that are easy to imagine in the lan-
guage learning context. She believes that adults learn best when
they (1) feel safe (both physically and psychologically), (2) enjoy
intellectual freedom, (3) give and receive respect, (4) are allowed to
be somewhat self-directed, (5) are provided with paced challenges,
(6) enjoy participative learning activities, and (7) receive constant
quality feedback. With little imagination, most of these characteris-
tics of a good learning environment for adults can be easily adapted
to the multilingual classroom. Educators Carl Rogers and Jerome
Freiberg speculate that given the freedom to learn, adults will be
able to do so.Adult educator Sharan Merriam identified this as a call
for self-directed activities. Whereas self-directedness appears to be
beneficial to all learners, adults and children alike, adults are better
at managing this freedom. For example, it is one thing to create a
self-directed learning experience with adults in which the mentor
provides limited guidance and allows the adult to craft an assign-
ment to their liking, and quite another to give a four-year-old a self-
directed activity in which far more scaffolding would be required.
This highlights the importance of models and mentors in human
learning for children as well as adults.

Laurent Daloz believes that adults learn best through mentoring
situations, in which desired behavior, knowledge, or skills are mod-
eled. He writes that adults can be transformed by such experiences,
and he places a great deal of emphasis on how mentors come into
adult learner’s lives. The powerful impact of mentors cannot be dis-
puted, and in the multilingual context this takes the shape of instruc-
tors or other models in the learner’s life who demonstrate abilities
that the learner desires, such as fluently holding a conversation in
another language.

Assessment of Adult Learners

One of the main differences between pedagogy (teaching chil-
dren) and andragogy (teaching adults) is that evaluation in adult
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learning is more collaborative, and self-assessment often plays a
greater role. This means that adult learners often want to be a part
of the development of the criteria by which they are being judged,
or at a minimum, informed clearly about how they will be graded.
Many adults tend to exercise high levels of critical thinking, and it is
easy to engage them in self-assessment exercises and independent
projects as well.Adults are far better than children at self-regulation
and the ability to stay on target during the learning processes.

Jack Mezirow, perhaps one of the greatest figures in adult edu-
cation, believes that the heart of successful adult learning is in
transforming the learner.This means that if languages transport the
learner to a higher mental ground, or transforms his worldview,
then the learner will pursue that knowledge. It might be hard to
find situations in which learning a foreign language for work would
give us such a pleasant jolt, unless we are learning languages out of
love or a feeling of self-realization. Some language packages or adult
learning programs try to capitalize on this sense of self-realization
and accomplishment. They do so by trying to stimulate the
learner’s own identification and self-identified needs and capitaliz-
ing on the goals attached with learning a new language. For exam-
ple, the texts in these programs are full of useful vocabulary and
dialogues that are helpful in managing work situations, which
brings us back to what we know about the importance of authen-
tic experiences.

SUMMARY

In summary, successful adult language-learning programs do
seven basic things well. They (1) need to show the student how the
information will meet needs, (2) give the freedom to evaluate
progress, (3) respect the student on equal status with the professor,
(4) value the learner’s past experiences and what they can bring to
the class, (5) allow students participation in their own goal-setting,
(6) give students the possibility of working with strong mentors, and
(7) teach within a positive environment.

Foreign languages can be learned throughout the lifespan. Each
age group has different learning strategies that can be employed to
maximize potential, whether being bilingual from birth or learning
a new language in elementary school, middle school, high school,
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university, or beyond. There are many reasons in favor of starting
foreign language instruction early, but there is also evidence that no
matter what your age, foreign languages are an achievable goal and
multilingualism across the lifespan is attainable. In the next chapter
we will consider how long it actually takes a non-native speaker to
become fluent.
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4

How Long Does It Take a Non-
Native Speaker to Become

Fluent in a Second, Third, or
Subsequent Language?

LANGUAGE FOR SCHOOL, LANGUAGE FOR PLAY

This chapter is devoted to the questions on every parent’s lips and in
every teacher’s mind as they work with multilingual children: How
long does it really take to become fluent in a foreign language? Is my
child normal? Should I seek help? Is it time to give up? In this chap-
ter we review the evidence and offer guidelines about the normal
time frame for language acquisition.We will also look at the process
of learning multiliteracy skills and how this also impacts the speed
with which people reach their fluency goals in a foreign language.

Acquiring a Second Language for School

There is a distinction between languages used for play and verbal
information-sharing situations and languages used for school or aca-
demics. First, language used in play is primarily verbal and supported
by visual cues, whereas language for school requires a literacy aspect
and is often de-contextualized.To make matters even more complex,
learning a second language for school is not just a linguistic chal-
lenge; it poses social and cultural obstacles as well. When children
learn languages solely for academic purposes, they often miss emo-
tional links to language, including personally relevant ties that made
learning their first languages so easy.The time it takes a child to learn
to play in a new language is far less than the time it takes to learn a
second language for school. Jim Cummins found that on average, it



takes approximately two years to reach native language fluency
orally, though this is highly influenced by the age and motivation
level of the learner. The same study showed that it takes a child
between five and seven years to reach native language fluency in an
academic setting.That is, although verbal skills are relatively quick to
form, literacy skills require far longer cultivating. And according to
Wayne Thomas and Virginia Collier, “Research shows that even the
most effective programs require five to six years to bring English
learners to full parity with average native English speakers in English
proficiency and in mastery of the curriculum to high standards.”1

Why does it take double or even triple the amount of time to learn
a language for school than for simple social exchanges? One of the
reasons is probably because verbal, playground language is supported
by clues, such as gestures, facial expressions, and intonations, whereas
reading and writing are experienced without a specific context. For
example, read the following sentence: “I am pregnant.” Can you think
of at least three different intonations you can apply that would change
the significance completely? Surprise? Doubt? Excitement? Without
the context in which this is said, the written words might mean many
things.To complicate matters even further for English language learn-
ers, Simon Elmes notes that a majority of English verbal language is
actually of Anglo-Saxon origin, whereas written English is primarily
Graeco-Latin based (see Table 4.1). This means that although a child
may speak English fluently, there is no guarantee he or she will write
it fluently because the foundations are actually different in each case.

Table 4.1 Verbal versus Written Language

Oral Skills Literacy Skills 
(Basic Communication) (Academic)

Time1 Average two years to reach Average five to seven
native language equivalent years to reach native 
(however, this is highly language equivalent
influenced by the age and 
motivation of the learner)

Definition2 Playground language Classroom language 
Characteristics3 Supported by interpersonal De-contextualized 

cues such as gestures, facial language
expressions and intonation

Origins Anglo-Saxon Graeco-Latin

Sources: 1. Cummins (1993); 2. Gibbins (1999); 3. Elmes (2000). Tokuhama-
Espinosa 2007.
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These findings draw attention to at least two important ques-
tions: (1) Does the structure of our school’s language program lend
itself to five to seven years of study (if, indeed, the goal is fluency
in a foreign language)? (2) Are we as parents patient enough to
give the children the time they need to achieve academic language,
or should we be content with verbal skills? In the first case, schools
need to recognize that they cannot expect to produce students
with high-level academic language skills if they do not provide the
time, space, and personnel in the curriculum. In the second case,
parents cannot expect a child to develop literacy skills at the same
rapid pace at which they develop oral skills. Other evidence about
the time it takes for people to learn languages based on the level
of difficulty comes from the American Foreign Service Language
Institute.

The Language Research Center of the University of Calgary
conducted a review of the literature on second language learning.
Their document includes a table based on the Foreign Service
Institute (FSI) of the U.S. Department of State’s evaluation of the
length of time it takes for a native English language speaker to
become fluent in different languages. This is an intriguing table
that has been developed over several decades, and it deserves
attention. It should be kept in mind, however, that it is applicable
to the average Foreign Service Institute student, who is profiled
as being almost forty years old, with high aptitude and experi-
ence studying foreign languages. Those enrolled in the program
take the course intensely, twenty-three to eighty-eight weeks
straight for several hours daily. This is an interesting guide, but
parents and teachers of “regular” students in school should real-
ize that the circumstances for learning are very different for this
group than for their children. According to the University of Cal-
gary report, the FSI’s “240 hours correspond to approximately
three years of [regular class] instruction, while 480 hours corre-
spond to five years.”2 This is an interesting addition to the infor-
mation about how long it takes for someone to become fluent in
a foreign language, because it is actually longer than the five to
seven years indicated by Cummins in the study mentioned previ-
ously. This is presumably because learners in the FSI program are
expected to reach full, native-like fluency and literacy skills in
the language. According to the FSI, language difficulties are
ranked as follows (Table 4.2):
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Table 4.2 Language Difficulty for English Speakers

Category I: Languages somewhat related to English
23–24 weeks (240–720 class hours)

Afrikaans French Portuguese
Creole Haitian Romanian
Danish Italian Spanish
Dutch Norwegian Swedish

Category II: Languages with some significant linguistic and/or cultural
differences from English

23–24 weeks (480–1,320 class hours)

Bulgarian Hindi Persian (Dari, Farsi,Tajik)
German Indonesian Swahili
Greek Malay Urdu

Category III: Languages with significant linguistic and/or cultural
differences from English

44 weeks (1,100 class hours)

Albanian Hebrew Serbo-Croatian
Amharic *Hungarian Sinhalese
Armenian Icelandic Slovak
Azerbaijani Khmer Slovenian
Bengali Lao Tamil
Bosnian Latvian Tagalog
Burmese Lithuanian *Thai
Croatian Macedonian Turkish
Czech *Mongolian Ukrainian
*Estonian Nepali Uzbek
*Finnish Pashto *Vietnamese
*Georgian Polish Xhosa
Greek Russian Zulu

Category IV: Languages that are exceptionally difficult for native English
speakers

88 weeks (second year of study in-country) (2,200 class hours)

Arabic *Japanese Mandarin
Cantonese Korean

According to the Foreign Service Language Institute, the lan-
guages preceded with asterisks are slightly more difficult for native
English speakers than other languages in the same category. This
information is interesting to consider, but it should not be used as a
definitive guide unless the learner’s characteristics are identical to
those of the Foreign Service Institute students.

66 Living Languages



How Long?

In an interesting longitudinal study of U.S. bilingual programs, Col-
lier and Thomas sought to find a correlation between the type of
English-language program a student participated in and the number of
years it took to reach native-like fluency. They confirmed hunches by
others in the field that most effective English-learning programs in U.S.
schools were dual-immersion programs.They found it took children an
average of five to seven years to reach native-level test scores and per-
form academically on par with English-speaking peers. This implies
that a child could begin as a five-year-old Spanish speaker in an Eng-
lish school and by age twelve have a level of English language fluency
similar to the native English speakers. It also means that a Spanish
speaker could start learning English at ten years of age but would not
reach native-language proficiency until seventeen years old. Or, the
student could start as a teenager, say fifteen years old, but would not
reach proficiency with native English-speaking peers until twenty-two
years old (and only if continuing language instruction past high school
in a formal, structured setting).Although these studies were conducted
in the United States and based on English-language learners only, they
provide an interesting platform for discussion about the way foreign
language programs are designed around the world.

Some schools provide mother-tongue instructional support for
students, which has proven to be very effective in obtaining spin-
off benefits in academic achievement. Other schools teach the sec-
ond language through academic content, which has also been
proven as one of the best ways to support both subject content
knowledge and second language content. General coaching in crit-
ical thinking and problem-solving skills has become popular among
schools in the past decade, and such skills not only benefit the aver-
age student but also deeply enhance the second-language learner’s
ability to develop metalinguistic awareness about languages pos-
sessed. Additional recommendations from Collier are that “contin-
uous support for staff development emphasizing activation of
students’ prior knowledge, respect for students’ home language and
culture, cooperative learning, interactive and discovery learning,
intense and meaningful cognitive/academic development, and
ongoing assessment using multiple measures”3 all contribute to the
speed with which students reach fluency in a second language. We
will see more specific strategies, methodologies, and activities in
Chapter 7, but for now, suffice it to say that successful language pro-
grams also incorporate a variety of activities that include authentic
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reading material, stimulate the multiple intelligences, value the
learner’s cultural background, and use all these for a basis of
instruction.

PREDICTORS OF RAPID FOREIGN LANGUAGE SUCCESS

There have been dozens of studies about the possible predictors
related to foreign language learning and achievement within the
normal time frame. After reviewing hundreds of studies, the top
eight predictors that are most supported by research follow.

1. Native language proficiency: A student’s native language pro-
ficiency when beginning studying a new language is the
strongest predictor of academic development.

2. Language aptitude: People with high aptitude for languages
learn them faster than people without high aptitude.

3. Affective variables (anxiety, motivation, attitudes, self-concept):
How students feel about their languages is a primary factor in
their success.

4. Personality (competitive vs. cooperative; interactive styles):
People with open and driving personalities who have no fear
of failure, seek out cooperative relationships, and are interac-
tive generally have greater success in learning new languages.

5. Demographic features (age, gender): Starting age when learn-
ing a foreign language impacts success with the language (the
younger the better).Additionally, girls tend to be more verbal
than boys, though both genders can eventually achieve the
same levels of success.

6. Learning strategies (self-reward; learning modalities): When
languages are approached through intrinsic motivation and
self-reward they are learned faster than when people rely on
others to give them praise.

7. Learning styles: People who are auditorily inclined have an
edge on those with visual or kinesthetic preferences when it
comes to learning languages, presumably because language
production and comprehension both rely heavily on the abil-
ity to perceive foreign sounds.

8. Language typologies: The more similar the languages, the
faster they are learned.

All eight of these factors influence the speed with which a person
learns a new language. The eighth factor, however, has the greatest
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amount of research backing it and deserves further exploration.We
will examine language typologies in detail next.

Language Typologies

According to Murphy of the Teachers College at Columbia Univer-
sity, typology is “the most important variable in determining the likeli-
hood of language transfer.”4 Languages that share grammar, vocabulary,
or a similar phoneme base are easier to learn. Those of us who have
experimented with foreign languages ourselves recognize that similar-
ity between languages appears to facilitate new learning. For example,
someone learning Spanish after already learning French would find the
task far easier than someone who only knew Korean, because Spanish
and French share historical roots but Korean does not.

Language typologies refer to structural similarities between lan-
guages that make them easier to learn, something that has to do
with either the historical roots of the language or the linguistic struc-
ture. Languages that “grew up” together historically are easier to
learn. For example, Latin, or Romance, languages that developed
side by side include Italian, French, Portuguese, Spanish, and
Romanian. A native speaker of Italian will find learning Portuguese
or Spanish relatively easy when compared to learning Chinese, for
example, which shares no roots.This is due to the fact that languages
from the same family to varying extents share roots and structure of
words, as well as vocabulary elements.They often tend to share the
same linguistic structure as well, though this is not limited only to
languages from the same families. Let’s look at how this occurs.

All of the world’s languages have subjects, verbs, and objects,
though they vary in order. Let’s call subjects “S,” verbs “V,” and
objects “O.” Joseph Greenberg created a typological ensemble clas-
sification of the world’s languages in which he noted there are only
six possible word orders (SVO, OVS, SOV, OSV,VSO,VOS).What he
found most interesting, however, is that only three are commonly
found in the world’s languages today: SVO, SOV, and VSO. What is
equally intriguing is that this language classification is unrelated to
language genealogy, which means although the historical roots of
languages play a part in typology similarity, the structure does so as
well. Therefore, some multilinguals may find their learning facili-
tated by similar linguistic typologies. For example, English, which is
a subject-verb-object language, may facilitate easier learning of
Greek, which is also a subject-verb-object language, because the
word order seems “logical” to them. Conversely, individuals may
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have a harder time learning new languages when the conceptual
organization of the language is different.

For example, let’s suppose I speak Japanese, a language that does
not enjoy historical roots with any other language, unique in terms
of grammar, vocabulary, and some aspects of its writing system. If I
want to study Hindi to do business in India, or Basque to work with
a company in Barcelona, Spain, I might presume that because Japan-
ese has no shared history, I would be at a disadvantage. However,
Japanese is a subject-object-verb (SOV) language, as are Hindi and
Basque. I could potentially use what I know about my own language
typology to learn faster. If such a presumption were true, it would
probably be more common to find multilinguals knowing language
combinations based on their ensembles:

VSO SVO SOV
(verb-subject-object) (subject-verb-object) (subject-object-verb)

Arabic (ancient), Berger, Arabic (modern), Armenian, Basque,
Gaelic, Hawaiian, Chinese, English, Finnish, Korean, German (and 
Hebrew, Irish, Maori, French, German (and SVO in present tense),
Masai, Swedish,Tagalog, SOV in past tense), Hindi, Japanese,
Tongan,Welsh Greek, Guarani, Manchu, Mongolian,

Khmer, Indonesian, Navajo, Persian,
Malay, Russian, Quechua,Turkish
Spanish, Swahili,Thai,
Vietnamese,Yoruba

History (geography, colonization, and trade) and grammatical
structure (VSO vs. SVO vs. SOV) of languages, however, do not
always lend themselves to our individual realities. Though I can say
that in my own family’s case all four of our languages are SVO (Eng-
lish, German, Spanish, and French), and my husband and I studied
Japanese (SOV) and found it much more challenging than our ear-
lier languages, this may not be the case for all multilinguals. When
pursuing a multilingual lifestyle, language typologies should be con-
sidered and understood but they shouldn’t dictate our language
learning choices. There are thousands of multilinguals who do not
rely on a similarity between their languages and still find success.
This information might explain, however, why some people find
becoming multilingual easier than others.

Another individual aspect of multilingualism that impacts the speed
with which a person learns a language relates to goals. Some people
are content being able to just speak a foreign language. Others, how-
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ever, want to be able to reach multiliteracy skills.We will now consider
how this impacts the amount of time it takes to learn a new language.

MULTILITERACY SKILLS: HOW AND WHEN TO INTRODUCE
READING AND WRITING TO MULTILINGUAL CHILDREN

When we decide to pursue literacy skills in more than one language
we are adding years to the total time it takes to master a second or
third language. Having accepted that, we also know that learning to
read is an exciting time in a child’s life, and doing this in more than
one language is doubly or triply so. Something that zealous parents
should remember, however, is that although speaking more than one
language is widespread (most of the world does so), reading and writ-
ing skills in more than one language are not so common.To make mat-
ters even more complex, learning to read and learning to write are
complimentary but distinct skills in the brain.The following is a sum-
mary of key ideas related to multiliteracy skills.

To be a good reader in two or more languages, a child must give
time and practice to each of them. This is different from oral skills.
Whereas learning oral vocabulary in the first language usually par-
allels increased vocabulary in the second language, the same spin-off
benefits do not exist for reading and writing. To become a good
reader in a foreign language, one has to devote time to that language
separately.A child with strong oral skills in Spanish and English who
then learns to read in Spanish has a very good chance of becoming
a good reader in English as well—but it does not happen automati-
cally. Each language has to be given time to develop.

There are five basic steps to assuring multiliteracy skills (being
able to read and write in more than one language):

1. Understand the use of the written word.
2. Learn the phonemic alphabet.
3. Acknowledge exceptions in sound to letter relation.
4. Acknowledge exceptions between languages.
5. Practice familiarity, repetition, and frequency.

Let’s look at these five steps in the context of an example. Kate is
an American married to a Spaniard, living with their two children in
Spain. She speaks English to her children, and her husband speaks
Spanish to them. Their four-year-old son, Pedro, goes to a Spanish
preschool. Pedro is beginning to learn the vowels, recognizing the
written letters and also the sounds of English as well as Spanish.
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Understand the Use of the Written Word and Learn the
Phonemic Alphabet

If this is an ideal situation, Pedro’s mother, Kate, has been reading
and speaking to him in English since he was born, and his father has
done the same in Spanish. Around age three, when Pedro began
showing a natural curiosity for letters, they encouraged this interest
and helped him label the symbols that corresponded to letters. Kate
did this using her native English, whereas her husband did the same
in Spanish.When Kate wrote his name, she told Pedro that it starts
with a pee, not peh, as in Spanish, for example.

At this stage there are many ways natural curiosity about language
manifests itself. For example, Pedro might see a “P” on a billboard or
in a newspaper or book and ask, “Hey, Mom, is that my letter?” This
is similar to a situation I had with my youngest son when he was
three. I remember Mateo told me he “read” the McDonald’s logo. He
had matched a symbol to the word and basically mastered a concep-
tual understanding of reading by doing so. “That is my letter. It says
McDonald’s!” In a twist, a four-year-old friend accompanying us at
that moment said, “That’s nothing,” as she pointed to the four circles
that are the Audi car logo, “That says a-u-d-i!” This sophisticated
matching of symbols (logos) to words (concepts) is a huge first step
toward building literacy skills. At this stage, children learn that writ-
ten language can be used to label things and, especially, to record
information, such as in stories or making lists.

“Mateo’s letter” “A-U-D-I”

Acknowledge Exceptions in Sound to Letter Relation as Well
as Between Languages

Ideally, when Pedro starts preschool in Spanish, he does so with a
working knowledge of pre-literacy skills in English already in place.
Then, when Pedro begins to learn letters and their corresponding
Spanish sounds at school, his mom continues to read in English at
home but stops (temporarily) explicitly teaching the names of the

72 Living Languages



letters in the alphabet and their corresponding sounds in English.
Why stop? It is very hard for a child to learn biliteracy skills simul-
taneously, especially from two different trusted sources: “But, my
mother says something different,” or “My teacher corrected me and
said it was like this.” When the child is slightly older and has a cog-
nitive understanding of the different languages and can label them
by name, then Kate can begin again to point out that, “Yes, in Span-
ish we say eeee, but in this English word, the letter “E” sounds like
ehh,” helping the child understand not only the exceptions in the
letter sound-to-symbol correspondence but also the exceptions
between languages. Having said this, it is important to recognize
that many school systems begin teaching literacy skills simultane-
ously.The schools that do so successfully are those that separate the
processes by person, place, and time. Ideally, a different person, a
different physical space, and a different time are used for each lan-
guage. In the best-case scenarios, time means a separation by a num-
ber of years, whereas in other cases it means the difference between
morning classes and afternoon classes.

It is important to note that most consonants are very close in
sound, independent of languages. The exceptions are usually found
in the vowels (a, e, i, o, u). If Pedro’s mother has not yet taught him
the phonemic alphabet in English before he starts learning Spanish,
she should not try to do so until he gains a firm grasp on the Span-
ish alphabet and can clearly label and distinguish between Spanish
and English. She should, however, continue to strengthen Pedro’s
mother-tongue vocabulary by reading to him in English frequently.
In other family cases when languages have different alphabets, it is
important for parents to realize that understanding the different
symbol systems and giving time to practice each one is perhaps the
most important factor in literacy. For example, a child whose home
language is Russian might learn the Cyrillic alphabet before enter-
ing school and not find conflict learning the Phoenician (ABCs), but
he or she will still need to give each language time and practice to
ensure fluency.

Practice, Familiarity, Repetition, and Frequency

Good readers read a lot and give time to each of their languages.
My daughter learned pre-literacy skills in English with me before
she started reading in German at school in the first grade.About two
years later she told me it was “too bad” she had never learned to
read in Spanish (her father’s language). When I asked her why she

How Long Does It Take a Non-Native Speaker to Become Fluent? 73



thought she couldn’t read in Spanish she said because she had
“never had a class in it.” Excitedly, we took advantage of this oppor-
tunity and my husband began to read more with her in Spanish,
pointing out the sound-to-symbol correspondence, and I explicitly
pointed out that the vowels in Spanish were very similar to those in
German (which she found easy by that point). She began to read in
Spanish more fluently. We lived in Switzerland at the time, and
Spanish books were expensive and not commonly found. We had
more English books available than anything else (thanks to my
mother and the nearby American library), so she spent more time
reading for pleasure in English than in Spanish or German. When
she got to the third grade, however, German began to dominate
based on the amount of school reading. Spanish did not gain equal
footing, however, until we returned to South America when she was
in the fifth grade. Because of the equal amounts of opportunity
(country, school, and parental presence), availability of resources
(books in all languages), and personal motivation (friends and rela-
tives who highly recommended books in each of her languages), she
now reads at or slightly above age level in these three languages.
Practice, familiarity, repetition, and frequency were vital factors.
Her writing skills, however, are another story.

To my chagrin, my daughter Natalie’s English spelling is still
pretty atrocious, but because English and Spanish are school sub-
jects, she accepts corrections from her teachers, something she never
did well with her parents, and her writing has improved in a consis-
tent manner over the years. It is worth mentioning an observation
about timing and writing in our personal family case, which is admit-
tedly anecdotal but consistent with projections by experts. In sixth
grade Natalie blossomed as a student (seven years after being in the
German school system). It was at this point that her English and
Spanish writing began to catch up with her German. It appears that
her writing achievements were staggered in time and developed in
direct correlation to the amount of time spent practicing writing in
each language. She first needed to consolidate her first language lit-
eracy base, and then move on to the second and third.

An additional factor about writing that did not exist when “we”
were kids is the computer. My daughter argues endlessly with me
about the need to learn to spell: “The computer can do that later!”
To her credit, her teachers (English, Spanish, and German) now gen-
erally comment on her sophisticated content—just before they slam
her awful spelling. I have faith, however, that with time and practice,
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her writing skills will continually grow just as aspects of her oral lan-
guage did.

I feel that one of the reasons my children have made good strides
with their languages is their emotional links to each of them. The
people who love them most in the world, their parents, grandpar-
ents, and cousins, speak English and Spanish. This gives these lan-
guages an important emotional status in their life.Additionally, their
best friends come from school and the community, giving German
and Spanish an elevated status. Finally, the years we lived in
Switzerland were extremely important in the formative years of my
children, and the relationships they formed there, many in French,
impacted us all in a very positive way. The overwhelmingly positive
links made to these languages have contributed greatly to the speed
with which my children learned their languages. We have been for-
tunate in this respect as I have seen more than a few unsuccessful
attempts at a second language thwarted by negative emotions. Let’s
look at the link between how emotions impact memories and how
memories form the basis of learning.

EMOTIONS, MEMORIES, AND LANGUAGE LEARNING

Historically, psychologists and neurobiologists steered clear of
considering emotions a serious influence on learning. However, “in
recent years both neuroscience and cognitive neuroscience have
finally endorsed emotion” and research “has shown that emotion is
integral to the process of reasoning and decision making.”5 With the
blessing of these prestigious fields, we, too, will consider the impor-
tance of emotion in foreign language acquisition, especially as it
impacts the speed with which a language is learned.

Emotions in their extreme states have been recognized in psychol-
ogy as playing a role in memory formation.William James, the father
of psychology, wrote, “An experience may be so exciting emotionally
as to almost leave a scar on the cerebral tissues.”6 It has since been
recognized that even subtle emotional experiences can also “leave a
scar” and, furthermore, that the scars are real, especially in the neg-
ative sense. Human experiences are rarely emotion-free, says Anto-
nio Damasio, one of the most respected neurologists specializing in
emotions. Emotional memories are triggered by the experience of
feelings that are cemented into the memory system through the
release of certain neurotransmitters, as we will see in Chapter 6.
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We all know from experience that we like doing the things that
make us feel good, and we avoid doing the things that make us feel
bad. When languages are used within a context that is full of love,
those languages are given permission to thrive.When languages are
learned under stress or are attached to people who make us feel
badly about ourselves, we withdraw, and the learning is stunted.
There are a number of people who attest that they learned a second
language because they fell in love. Similarly, many share how they
“hated” a language teacher who made them detest the language.
Emotions, memory, and learning are inextricably intertwined in the
human brain.

The environment in which we surround our children impacts how
they feel, and how they feel impacts how well they learn.A negative
learning environment is one in which children sense anger, fear, sad-
ness, or disgust.A positive learning environment is one in which the
participants sense joy, surprise, curiosity, and acceptance.7 “Emotion
plays a clear role in learning the behavior,” say neurologists Christ-
ian Balkenius and Jan Morén.8 The choice to use a new language is
a desired behavior that we as parents and teachers hope to encour-
age. Studies of the brain, best practice in education, and good par-
enting all recognize that learning is both cognitive and affective,
involving both the head and the heart. Negative as well as positive
emotions impact learning. Mel Levine shares case studies of older
adults who continually have anxiety symptoms when asked to recall
learning experiences that involved being publicly embarrassed by a
parent or teacher. He feels strongly that humiliation of this sort is
the worst experience a learner can have, often impairing future
learning. At the other extreme, we all learned our first language
compelled by the love we felt for our parents. Though it may seem
counterintuitive, emotions are very cerebral.

I recently wrote to some of the most respected names in the field
of bilingualism in an attempt to gauge their view of emotions and
language learning. Ellen Bialystok (Language Processing in Bilin-
gual Children), Colin Baker (Foundations of Bilingual Education),
Edith Harding-Esch and Philip Riley (The Bilingual Family, A Hand-
book for Parents) all responded by saying that they acknowledge
that emotions are important in language acquisition. Baker, Harding-
Esch, and Riley have all raised their children bilingually (Riley, trilin-
gually), though they were not raised bilingual themselves.
Harding-Esch says, “The issue of emotional factors is of course
essential for parent-child relations whether bilingual or not!”9 Baker



echoed how emotional ties also impacted his own experiences rais-
ing his children in Welsh and English. Bialystok also acknowledged
the importance of social and emotional dimensions of language and
language learning.

How does emotion impact the speed of learning? Emotions are
felt in the heart but regulated by the brain. Neurobiological reac-
tions to negative emotions can, at the least, hinder the uptake of
new information, and at the worst, cause permanent blockage for
the uptake of information. Positive emotions do the opposite, trig-
gering dopamine and other “happy” neurotransmitters in the brain,
which can facilitate the cementation of memories in the brain,
including new language skills. It stands to reason that any learning
environment that causes a child to feel fear, anxiety, or stress will
not be as conducive to learning as one that cultivates language
through joy, surprise, curiosity, and acceptance. How we make our
children feel about their languages is more important than how
many opportunities in the day we give them to speak. As with all
skills, if we want to ensure that our children learn another language,
it should be taught with love.

As said earlier, both neurology and best practice in education
acknowledge that learning is both cognitive and affective; that is,
learning is done with the heart and the head. Specific examples of
this related to “math anxiety,” “science traumas,” or “writing anx-
iety” can be found in abundance in the literature. On the other
hand, using what we know about the brain and learning as it
relates to reward, motivation, and extroversion, could also be used
to create positive guides for creating good learning environments.
Patricia Wolfe conducted a study involving many of the most influ-
ential neurologists of modern times to make the case that all learn-
ing is emotional learning at some level.10 Her works highlight the
impact that negative emotions, such as stress, anxiety, and fear, can
have on classroom learning experiences. Along with others in the
new field of neuro-education, which unites neurobiology with ped-
agogy, she documents how feelings such as humiliation often cause
long-term damage to an individual’s ability to cope in formal class
settings. On the positive side, Wolfe notes that educators should
“recognize the power of emotion to increase retention, and plan
classroom instruction accordingly.”11 Emotions impact learning
when they facilitate the creation of memories; emotions are only
as important as the memories they make because memory is the
key to learning—not emotion per se.As the emotions-memory link
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and the memory-learning connection become more documented in
the literature, it seems a natural outgrowth to propose an emotions-
memory-learning connection as it relates to foreign language
acquisition.

Part of best practice in education presumes that the teacher has
influence over the creation of the learning environment, and in a
similar way, parents orchestrate good home environments. Simple
acts by teachers and parents, such as facial expressions, have been
studied and shown to stimulate emotional reactions and enhance or
create resistance to learning. A sincere smile can go a long way in
motivating students. Similarly, a nod of approval from a work col-
league or boss can spur on adult language learners because their
internal motivation levels are positively impacted by such gestures.
Good emotional environments are made, however, not found.Teach-
ers, parents, and work colleagues can take a number of steps to
improve the ambiance for learning. Small things can be done to cre-
ate a better emotional setting. Some psychologists suggest the use of
music to reduce tension levels, but this presumes that the same
music triggers similar emotions in all people, which is not necessar-
ily true. Others recommend plants or fish in the classroom to bring
a sense of balance and nature to enhance an authentic environment,
while others say the only necessary physical decoration of the class
is student work that celebrates the learners. Setting the mood for
formal instruction and varying activities help both children and
adults create good environments for language study.These activities
and others that we will see in Chapter 7 are useful in lowering stress
levels and elevating achievement potential. On another level, we
parents must acknowledge that we can also be the source of stress
in our child’s life. Unrealistic expectations, unresponsiveness, or
even physical absence can stress children. If we have the lofty goal
of multiliteracy in mind, we would do well to temper our enthusi-
asm with realistic and feasible expectations.

In summary, the time it takes for people to learn a foreign lan-
guage varies for many reasons, but several studies suggest that
between five and seven years are typically needed for a non-native
speaker to reach native language fluency depending both on the
type of academic program in place as well as the individual’s abili-
ties. Other factors can also influence language learning success and
speed. These include native language proficiency, general intelli-
gence, language aptitude, affective variables, personality, demo-
graphic features, learning strategies, and learning styles.Although all
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of these factors are important, there is a great deal of evidence to
suggest that language typology is the greatest influence related to
how much time it takes a learner to become fluent. If multiliteracy
skills are a goal for learners, the time frame for learning is longer
than for simple conversation skills, which can often be achieved
within two years. Finally, the emotions people attach to their lan-
guage learning experiences influence not only the speed but also the
quality of acquisition.

All of these factors are magnified when the goal goes from bilin-
gualism to trilingualism. In the next chapter we will consider the
special case of individuals who learn not just two but three lan-
guages or more.
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5

A Special Word about Third
Languages

WHEN WE WANT MORE THAN BILINGUALISM

When families decide to go beyond one language, they jump into a
sea of bilingualism shared by millions of people around the world.
Most people in the world speak more than one language, and as a
consequence of this there are many books, research documents, and
case studies on bilingualism. However, when a family decides that its
needs are best met by trilingualism or multilingualism, they find their
sources, support systems, and information bases far more limited.

There are millions of people in the world who speak three or more
languages, and this population is on the rise. Children brought up
bilingual from birth often take on a third language in the course of
their formal education. More monolingual families live overseas than
ever before, and many of them send their children to a local or inter-
national school that has a second language requirement, meaning the
children have a second language as the primary school language and
then a third language as their “second language” school requirement.
Many once-monolingual businessmen recognize how a second lan-
guage has benefited them, and they are less fearful about launching
into a third. Though their level of competency may be limited to a
conversational level, they can be categorized as multilinguals (bilin-
guals have varying levels of competencies and the definition of bilin-
gual ranges from “mumbling significant utterances” in a language to
“perfectly balanced vocabularies and spoken abilities”; the same is
true for multilinguals). Others, such as academicians, doctors, and



technology engineers around the world speak a home language, have
a second language as a university requirement, and then find they
spend much of their time as “passive trilinguals,” reading articles in
an international language. Trilinguals have also emerged from two
types of historical exchanges between countries. First, historical lin-
guists can attest to the outgrowth of modern languages from a hand-
ful of primary ones. Second, history documents the spread of
languages through colonization and trade.

There are more trilinguals whose languages have similar language
roots than trilinguals who learn unrelated languages. That is, indi-
viduals who know many historically related languages—such as the
Latin family of Spanish, French, Portuguese, Italian, and Romanian
or the Germanic family of languages, which includes German, Eng-
lish, Dutch, Danish, and Swedish—are more common than those
who know three languages from distinct families, such as Japanese,
Arabic, and Russian. It is logical to presume that geography and his-
torical roots go hand in hand;1 most language families are found
close to one another, facilitating their learning. For example, Hindi,
Urdu, Bengali, and Nepali are all spoken in India, and they all share
Indo-Aryan roots; it is not uncommon to find multilinguals who
speak these languages. This is similar to finding many Chinese who
speak a Chinese dialect, Tibetan, and Burmese because all share
Sino-Tibetan roots and can be found in geographically similar
regions.Therefore, it would be more common to find trilinguals who
speak languages with shared roots than trilinguals who speak lan-
guages with distinct roots. However, we know from experience that
this is not always true.

Two modern factors changed the “typical trilingual case” from
those who spoke historically similar languages to those who spoke a
lingua franca: colonization and trade. Several countries have lan-
guages with distinct historical roots because of colonization. For
example, Afrikaans and English are spoken in South Africa along-
side the native Sesotho and Zulu, and Japanese is spoken in Korea
because of a former occupation. Colonial languages are often the
formal school languages in many countries (for example, English in
Kenya, French in Lebanon, Portuguese in Brazil, or Dutch in the
Netherlands Antilles), and though normally unrelated in a historical
linguistic sense, they are linked by social-historical events.

In more recent times, language study has been influenced by
trade, not colonization. A current trend in globalization is that
“everyone speaks English,” because the largest consumer market in
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the world is the United States. “Necessity is the mother of inven-
tion,” and when communication demands include learning a new
language, many feel compelled to oblige. Because the United States
is the strongest economic power in the world today, many people
have learned English to gain access to American trade partners.
Additionally, the United States does not have a particularly strong
reputation for teaching foreign languages, meaning that waiting for
Americans to learn other languages would perhaps be a lengthy
task. Global linguistic expectations are changing, however, as new
markets such as China and the European Union gain more and more
strength; the days of English as the world’s lingua franca will
undoubtedly change in the coming decades.

Types of Trilinguals

There are five basic scenarios whereby people become multilin-
gual, according to Hoffman:

1. Bilingual families (two home languages) who live in a com-
munity where a third language is spoken: For example,
Salman, who speaks Arabic, and Mary, who speaks English,
moved to Russia with their children for job opportunities.The
children attend an American School, learn Russian as an elec-
tive and as part of their community life, and speak Arabic with
their father.

2. Monolinguals who live in bilingual/multilingual communities:
For example, an American journalist who lives in Belgium,
where French, Dutch, and German are spoken, finds that her
life in Brussels requires at least two of these languages in
order to communicate socially as well as professionally.

3. Students who go to multilingual schools: Hundreds if not
thousands of international schools around the world teach the
local language and an international language and often
require a third language for graduation. For example, David, a
native German speaker, goes to school in Japan, where he
learns English and Japanese and has the option of taking
French.

4. Bilinguals who move to a third language community for
work: For example, Canadian Louise knew French and Eng-
lish before moving to Mexico for work, where she had to
improve her Spanish skills in order to advance.
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5. Citizens of multilingual communities: Many countries are mul-
tilingual in themselves. For example, while growing up in
Lebanon, Hannah learned Arabic, English, and French as part of
the normal school system. Similarly, Max grew up in Switzer-
land, where his first language was Swiss German, followed by
French and then English with an option of Italian (see Table 5.1).
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Table 5.1 Multilingual Countries

Region Country Number Language Names
of Languages

Africa
Central Africa Cameroon 11 English, French 

(official), Cameroon-
ian Pidgin, Basaa,
Bikya, Bung, Fula,
Kanuri, Ngumba,
Yeni, Bamum

Central African 2 French (official),
Republic Sango
Chad 103 Arabic, French

(official), Chadian
Arabic (national
trade language),
more than 100
tribal languages

Democratic 243 French (official),
Republic Lingala, Kongo,
of the Congo Swahili & Tshiluba

(national
languages), 238
other languages

Equatorial Guinea 2 French, Spanish
Republic of 3 French (official),
the Congo Lingala, Kituba

(national
languages),
Kikongo, Kituba
(Kikongo creole)

Eastern Africa Burundi 3 French, Kirundi
(official), Swahili

Djibouti 4 Arabic, French
(official), Somali,
Afar



Table 5.1 Multilingual Countries (continued)

Region Country Number Language Names
of Languages

Eritrea 13 Arabic, Tigrinya,
Tigre, Dahlik, Afar,
Beja, Blin, Saho,
Kunama, Nara,
English, Amharic,
some Italian

Kenya 2 English, Swahili
(official), other
indigenous
languages

Rwanda 3 English, French,
Kinyarwanda
(official languages)

Seychelles 3 English, French,
Seychellois Creole
(official
languages)

Somalia 3 Somali (official),
Arabic, English

Tanzania 4 Swahili (national),
English, Gujarati,
Portuguese

Uganda 6 English (official),
Arabic, Luganda,
Swahili, other
Bantu languages,
other Nilo-Saharan
languages

Northern Africa Algeria 4 Arabic (official),
Tamazight
(national
language), other
languages, French

Egypt 3 Arabic (official),
Egyptian Arabic,
English, French

Libya 5 Arabic (official),
Tamazight,
Tamahaq, Italian,
English
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Table 5.1 Multilingual Countries (continued)

Region Country Number Language Names
of Languages

Mauritania 3 Arabic (de facto),
Hassaniya, French

Morocco 5 Arabic, French,
Amazigh, Moroccan
Arabic, Berber

Western Africa 4 Hassaniya,
Moroccan Arabic,
Spanish

Sahrawi Arab 2 Arabic, Spanish
Democratic 
Republic
Sudan 4+ Arabic, English,

indigenous
languages

Tunisia 5+ Arabic (official),
Tunisian Arabic,
French, several
Tamazight
languages

South Africa Botswana 2 English (official),
Setswana (national)

Comores 3 Arabic, Comorian,
French

Lesotho 2 English, Sesotho
Madagascar 2 French, Malagasy
Malawi 2 Chichewa

(national), English
(official)

Mauritus 8 English (official),
French (administra-
tive), Mauritian
Creole (lingua
franca), Hindi,
Hakka, Bojpoori,
Tamil, Urdu

Nambia 5 English (official),
Ovambo,Afrikaans,
German (former
official languages),
Portuguese
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Table 5.1 Multilingual Countries (continued)

Region Country Number Language Names
of Languages

South Africa 11 Afrikaans, English,
Ndebele, Sepedi,
Sesotho, Setswana,
Swati,Tsonga,
Venda, Xhosa, Zulu

Swaziland 2 English, Siswati
Zimbabwe 3 English (official),

Shona, Ndebele
Western Africa Benin 3 French (official),

Fon & Songhay
(indigenous
languages)

Burkina Faso 2+ French (official),
indigenous
Sudanic languages

Cape Verde 2 Portuguese, Cape
Verdean Creole

Cote d’Ivoire 61 French (official), 60
indigenous dialects

Gambia 5+ English (official),
Mandinka,Wolof,
Fula, others

Ghana 80+ English (official),
Akan, Dagaare/
Wale, Dagbane,
Dangme, Ewe, Ga,
Gonja, Kasem,
Nzema, 70 others

Guinea 4 French (official),
Arabic, Fula, Susu

Guinea-Bissau 4+ Portuguese
(official), Kriol,
indigenous
languages

Liberia 21+ English (official),
20 ethnic group
languages

Togo 4 French (official),
Ewe, Mina, le
Kabiyé
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Table 5.1 Multilingual Countries (continued)

Region Country Number Language Names
of Languages

Americas Canada 62 French, English,
Inuit dialects of
Inuktitut and
Inuinnaqtun, 18
First Nation
Languages, 42
minority languages

Guatemala 24 Spanish, 23
distinct Mayan
languages.

Mexico 63 Spanish, Nahuatl,
62 indigenous
languages.

Netherlands 4 Dutch, Papiamentu,
Antilles Dutch, English,
and Aruba Spanish
Paraguay 3 Spanish, Guaraní,

Jopará.
United States 337 English (de facto

language, but not
official), Spanish,
Cantonese,
French, German,
Italian, Tagalog
(close to 1 million
speakers each),
155 minority
languages, 176
native languages

Middle East Afghanistan 2 Arabic, Persian
Lebanon 3 Arabic, French,

English (official
languages)

Iran 2 Persian, Arabic
Israel 3 Hebrew, Arabic,

English
United Arab 2 Arabic, Hindi
Emirates
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Table 5.1 Multilingual Countries (continued)

Region Country Number Language Names
of Languages

Asia China 236 Putonghua
(Chinese),Wu
(Shanghai dialect),
Cantonese
(Chinese),Tibetan,
Mongolian, dialects
in all regions

Hong Kong 3 English,
Cantonese,
Putonghua
(Chinese)

Macau 4 Portuguese,
Cantonese
(Chinese),
Putonghua
(Chinese), English

India 23 Hindi, Urdu,
Bengali, Nepali,
English, 18 other
official languages)

Indonesia 200+ Indonesian
languages (over
200 native
languages)

Korea 2 Korean, Japanese
Malaysia 4+ Malay, English,

Tamil, several
Chinese dialects,
ancestral
languages, Indian
dialects

Philippines 3 Filipino, English,
Tagalog, Spanish

Singapore 7 English, Mandarin
(Chinese), Malay,
Tamil (official
languages),
Japanese, French,
German



Table 5.1 Multilingual Countries (continued)

Region Country Number Language Names
of Languages

Sri Lanka 2 Sinhala and Tamil
(official languages),
English

Taiwan 3 Mandarin
(Chinese),
Taiwanese (South-
ern Fujian), Hakka

Europe Belgium 4 Dutch, French,
German (official
languages), English

Finland 3 Finnish, Swedish
(official languages),
English

Greece 2 Greek, Armenian
Ireland 3 Irish and English

(official languages),
Goidelic,Welsh,
Ulster Scots

Italy 6 Italian, German,
French, Slovene,
Ladin, Sardu,
Friulian, Occitan

Luxembourg 3 Luxembourgish,
French, German
(official languages)

The Netherlands Dutch, Frisian,
German, French,
English

Norway Norwegian,
German, Swedish

Belarus 4+ Georgian, Russian,
Tartar, Abkhaz

Ukraine 4+ Georgian, Russian,
Tartar, Abkhaz

Poland 2 Polish, German
Czech Republic 3 Czech, Slovak,

German
Slovakia 3 Slovak, Czech,

German
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Table 5.1 Multilingual Countries (continued)

Region Country Number Language Names
of Languages

Switzerland 4 German, French,
Italian, Romansh
(official languages),
English

Spain 4 Spanish, Basque,
Galego, Catalan

Sweden 3 Swedish,
Tornedalen,
Haparanda,
Finnish

Scotland 4 English, Scottish,
Gaelic,Welsh

Slovenia 6 Slovene, Italian,
Hungarian

Serbia 3 Serbian, Croatian,
Bosnian

Turkey 5 Turkish, Kurdish,
Dimli (or Zaza),
Azeri, Kabardian

Croatia 3 Croatian, Bosnian,
Serbian

Bosnia 3 Bosnian, Serbian,
Croatian

Oceania New Zealand 2 English, Maori

Defining Multilingualism

UNESCO adopted the term multilingual education at its Gen-
eral Conference in 1999 to mean “use of at least three languages
in education—the mother tongue, a regional or national lan-
guage and an international one.”2 Mother-tongue education, or
the right to be educated in one’s native language, is promoted by
the United Nations as part of best practice in language learning
and general education. In 1999, February 21 was proclaimed
International Mother Language Day and meant to encourage
education in the home language, alongside bilingual or multilin-
gual education. This day is dedicated to three goals: (1) promot-
ing education in the mother tongue to improve the quality of



education, (2) encouraging bilingual and/or multilingual educa-
tion at all levels of schooling as a means of furthering social and
gender equality and as a key part of linguistically diverse soci-
eties, and (3) calling attention to languages as a central part of
inter-cultural education.

BENEFITS OF BILINGUALISM THAT PERSIST INTO
TRILINGUALISM

As we saw in Chapter 2, there are many social, cultural, and eco-
nomic benefits of being multilingual. In the cognitive realm, trilin-
guals enjoy even more benefits.

Multilinguals Deal with Levels of Abstraction Earlier Than
Monolinguals3

Both Suzanne Flynn, professor of linguistics and second-language
acquisition at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and Ellen
Bialystok, professor of psychology at York University in Toronto,
established that bilinguals are better at managing abstract concepts
than are monolinguals.This means that people with many languages
can exchange concrete, tangible information for less physical evi-
dence, and the world of ideas can serve in its place. There is reason
to believe that if bilinguals do this well, then trilinguals do it even
better.

Multilinguals Have More Flexible Minds

Adele Diamond, director of the Center for Developmental
Cognitive Neuroscience at the University of Massachusetts Med-
ical School, says that bilinguals learn how to switch back and
forth between tasks when the rules change and do so at a faster
pace than monolinguals. This is easy to see when one considers
how the rules of language shift and how bilinguals manage to
adjust almost simultaneously. Does this mean that flexibility
increases with the number of languages learned? Though this has
not been answered conclusively, many theorize there is a corre-
lation between mental flexibility and the number of structures
one learns to work within—whether language rules or logical,
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mathematical constructs—meaning that the more languages you
know, the more flexible your mind is.

Multilinguals Learn How to Inhibit Previously Learned Skill
Sets

Knowing when not to access information is also a part of learn-
ing. The ability to keep unnecessary information out of the mind
when accessing only vital information is a skill that develops over
time and practice. It would be chaos if everything we knew about
each topic were perceived every time something related to that topic
came up. This also applies to languages. The prefrontal cortex is
charged in great part with managing the executive functions of the
brain, letting us know when something deserves attention and when
it should be ignored in order to maximize learning. Memory, plan-
ning, and multitasking are all managed by this function and help the
multilingual mind focus on the appropriate language in the appro-
priate context, says Flynn. The spin-off benefit is that multilinguals
can multitask better than monolinguals.

Multilinguals Use More of Their Brains Than Monolinguals

As we will see in Chapter 6, a multilingual brain uses more areas than
a monolingual brain does. Is more necessarily better? This is not known
with certainty, though it can be argued that speaking more languages
brings cognitive benefits, which may be associated with increased use of
the brain. One of possible spin-off benefits is creativity.

Multilinguals More Creative Than Monolinguals in Thirty Out
of Thirty-Three Studies4

Lena Riccardelli defined thirty-three different types of creativity
(problem solving, painting, musical composition, etc.) and found
that multilinguals scored higher on thirty of thirty-three of these
tests. What is not known is whether this is because of right hemi-
sphere use or the cultural experiences of the language learning.
Some suggest it may be due to the schooling of people raised in
many languages. Are multilinguals more creative because their
brains are wired differently, because they are more culturally
savvy, or because the type of education they received encouraged
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open-mindedness or gave them specific training in creative skills?
Although the origins of the phenomena are not clear, it appears
that people who speak multiple languages are more creative in
almost every way, from artistic expression to problem solving.

Multilinguals Have Transferable Cognitive Benefits

Ironically, people who learn English as a second or third language
score higher on English proficiency tests than their Anglophone,
monolingual peers. Kenji Hakuta found that bilinguals tested in Eng-
lish showed better results than monolinguals in four of five meas-
ures: listening, speaking, writing, vocabulary, and grammar.5 This
could be because of their overt grammar instruction in English, or it
could be that bilinguals are better prepared for exams of this sort
because of their school training—we do not know for sure.The rea-
son behind the scores is not yet known, but the fact remains that
multilinguals have an edge on Anglophones in English testing.

Multilinguals Are Superior at Cultural Integration

The ability to speak several languages opens the doors to cultures.
Ludwig Josef Johann Wittgenstein once said, “If we spoke a differ-
ent language, we would perceive a somewhat different world.” The
ability to understand others through their own language is the first
step in gaining understanding and eventually integration of cultural
perspectives. This cultural sensitivity increases the possibility that
differences between different nations can be overcome. By using
another language we have a different lens on the world. Empathy
begins with such perspectives.

Multilinguals Have Enhanced Intellectual Empathy

We know that empathy, or the ability to see the world through
another’s eyes, is increased when individuals feel closer to the cul-
ture of the “other.” People feel closer to other cultures when they
speak the language. Although extreme linguistic determinism is
questionable, its founder, Benjamin Whorf, is known for expressing
many accepted truths in the field, among them that “we dissect
nature along lines laid down by our native language. Language is not
simply a reporting device for experience but a defining framework



for it.”6 By understanding several languages, we can understand sev-
eral frameworks and thus develop empathy for speakers of other
languages who are representatives of other cultures. The benefits of
trilingualism are overwhelmingly positive. Why, then, aren’t there
more people who pursue this? We turn to the elements that can
influence successful trilingualism and the problems that can stand in
the way of achievement.

WHAT INFLUENCES SUCCESSFUL TRILINGUALISM?

Seven Elements and Ten Factors

Successful trilingualism is influenced by several elements that pig-
gyback on the ten key factors that influence multilingualism, which
are discussed in Raising Multilingual Children. After a review of
hundreds of studies, I suggest that there are seven aspects of bilin-
gualism that directly influence trilingualism: 

1. First-language proficiency
2. Linguistic awareness and metacognition
3. Time spent on task
4. Educational level of the learner
5. Parent involvement
6. Teacher qualifications
7. Learner’s self-esteem

These seven elements should not be confused with the ten key
factors that influence successful multilingualism, though each of
those factors is also important when considering the difference
between bilingual and trilingualism. Timing, aptitude, motivation,
strategy, consistency, opportunity and support, the relationship
between languages, siblings, gender, and hand use are all important
for trilingualism, but the research shows that the seven elements
mentioned also are vital for success.

As with the ten key factors, these seven elements influence suc-
cessful multilingualism in children, and all are important but not
all are necessary in the same individual. For example, a person
who enjoys a high level of similarity between language and a high
degree of parental support and enthusiasm can be just as success-
ful as someone who enjoys none of these factors but has a high
degree of self-esteem and excellent teachers and spends years on
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the learning task.The key is to recognize that all ten factors and all
seven elements are important and that each person will combine
them differently (see Table 5.2).

Table 5.2 Influences on Trilingual Success

Ten Key Factors Seven Additional Elements 
Influencing Multilingualism

(Raising Multilingual Children)

1. Timing and the windows of 1. First-language proficiency
opportunity

2. Aptitude 2. Linguistic awareness
3. Motivation 3. Time on task
4. Strategy 4. Educational level of the learner
5. Consistency 5. Parent involvement
6. Opportunity and support 6. Teacher qualifications
7. Relationship between the 7. Learner’s self-esteem

first and second languages 
(language typologies)

8. Siblings
9. Gender

10. Hand use

Why Call the New Evidence Elements When the Others Are
Factors?

Astute readers will quickly question why the new evidence is
labeled as “elements” whereas the original groupings were called
“factors.” The reason for this categorization is primarily because
several elements can form a factor. For example, the ten key factors
include “opportunity and support” for language use, which could
theoretically break down into the elements of “parent involvement”
and “teacher qualification,” among others, which are found in the
trilingual influences.Whereas the evidence in the research on trilin-
gualism does not identify “opportunity” or “support” as factors,
there are several articles that point to the importance of parent
involvement and teacher qualifications. Likewise, the element of
“time on task” could be seen as a small piece or result of “motiva-
tion.” Similarly, “first-language proficiency” and “linguistic aware-
ness” could be seen as subelements of the factors of either “timing”
or the “linguistic relationship between languages.” The point is that
the importance of these elements cannot be denied in their impact
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on trilingual proficiency, though in most cases they are parts of the
larger factors.

In addition to these seven elements, two of the ten key factors
also have a great deal of trilingual literature supporting them. The
two factors of language typology and of the age of the learner, or
window of opportunity, complement the seven elements to create
each individual’s particular recipe for multilingualism. Language
typology is an extremely important factor. However, we reviewed
this in Chapter 4 as it related to the length of time it takes a non-
native speaker to reach fluency, so we will begin with a description
of each of the seven elements and conclude this section with a
review of the role that age of acquisition plays in trilingualism.

First-Language Proficiency

This element is concerned with mother-tongue or native language
proficiency of the learner.The basic question is, “Can a child develop
strong second or third language skills if he or she has a weak mother
tongue?” Tove Skutnabb-Kangas conducted some of the early sub-
stantial research in this area in a Finnish study concerned with chil-
dren of migrant workers in the 1970s. Skutnabb-Kangas noted that
many of these transient workers had a weak record of sending their
children to school. When they did attend, they performed poorly in
Finnish. She suspected that this was not due to the poor preparation
of the Finnish schools, but rather to the generally lower education
level of the students in their mother tongue. Similar suspicions were
evident in Switzerland, which experiences an influx of gypsies at har-
vest time. The Swiss authorities in the Geneva and Vaud cantons
oblige these migrant children to attend school, and they have found
that they tend to do poorly, despite being given extra help in French.
It is suspected that this occurs due to the children’s poor foundation
in their first language, including lack of formal literacy training.That
is, despite being given personalized tutors and extra help, the chil-
dren do not manage to learn grade level French because their first-
language skills are so weak that they have no points of reference
from which to create new learning, or they are missing basic concepts
about the purpose of language as a whole.

A simplified analogy of this concept is that when we learn lan-
guages, we are building a house. The foundation of the house must
be strong in order to continue to build the floors on top of it; if it is
weak, we have nothing substantial to build upon, and eventually the
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floor literally falls out from underneath us. If a person is not profi-
cient in his or her first language, the likelihood that he or she will be
capable of learning subsequent languages successfully is low. In
recent studies in the United States, there is more and more empha-
sis placed upon getting at-risk students (including those with impov-
erished home language environments) into early intervention
programs. In a specific longitudinal study by Kathryn Whitmore and
Caryl Crowell, the importance of early intervention for children
with impoverished language environments was studied in a dynamic
bilingual school setting.The long-term results were a powerful testi-
mony to the importance of strengthening the mother tongue in
order to give children a leg up on future foreign language study. Stu-
dents in this program were given extra home language support and
intense bilingual training at school. The results were students who
were more highly prepared for formal schooling than their mono-
lingual counterparts, and were apt to go on and learn third lan-
guages with similar success.

Humans become more efficient at learning languages as they prac-
tice. The more languages you know, the easier it gets to learn an
additional one. Studies show that prior linguistic experience facili-
tates new learning of additional languages. Cristina Sanz at the Cen-
ter for Language Science at Pennsylvania State University believes
that the efficiency of bilinguals to learn a third language is based on
both internal and external factors. The internal variables relate to
the amount of prior second-language experience and the level of
bilingualism achieved, the age of onset of exposure to the second
language, and the cognitive capacity of the individual, including the
level of working memory and aptitude, as well as the learning strate-
gies employed. The external variables, which can be manipulated,
include the amount of grammar lessons prior to practicing the third
language, the amount of explicit feedback the learner receives, and
the amount of practice devoted to the task.7Additionally, Sanz notes
that the potential for achievement in the third language is mirrored
by levels of achievement in the second language, which in turn rests
on first language fluency.

Research shows that there is a direct link between academic
results and the time spent learning in the mother tongue; that is, the
stronger the mother tongue, or native language, the better the stu-
dent does academically. This means that success in school in a sec-
ond or third language relies heavily on the first years of life when
parents are the primary teachers. Additionally, a child’s proficiency
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level in the native language relates to the speed and extent to which
the second language develops, which in turn has implications for
third language learning. This means that not only quality, but also
the speed with which a third language can be acquired, is related to
proficiency in the mother tongue. Although the focus here is on
learning a third language, the importance of mother-tongue profi-
ciency is related to all levels of linguistic prowess, from simple com-
munication in one language to sophisticated study in multiple
languages. Much of the importance of the first language relates to a
child’s ability to develop linguistic awareness or a basic understand-
ing about the purpose of human communication through words and
linguistic awareness.

Linguistic Awareness and Metacognition

A variety of elements influence multilingualism. According to
Jasone Cenoz and colleagues Britta Hufeisen and Ulrike Jessner,
metacognition plays a primary role in an individual’s goal to learn
new languages. Despite Sanz’s just-mentioned research about
mother-tongue proficiency, Cenoz and colleagues’ research with
trilinguals shows that although mother-tongue proficiency is vital, it
is not always the point of reference in the trilingual mind. They
found that “first languages do not necessarily play a privileged role
in the acquisition of subsequent languages. . . . Despite the claims in
the literature, first language does not seem to have a determining
role in the development of a third language.”8 They agree that bilin-
guals rely heavily on their first language initially, but they found that
when these bilinguals go on to learn a third language, “both L1 [first
language] and L2 [second language] have a role: L1 is the default
supplier during transfer lapses and L2 during interactional strate-
gies.”9 This means that when looking for the right way to say some-
thing, a trilingual will not automatically fall back on a native
language and then translate but may equally draw from a second
language. This is called “parasitism,” similar to the term in biology.
A parasite is one thing that lives off another.When a trilingual learns
new words, they are words “integrated into [the] existing lexical net-
work with [the] least possible redundancy and as rapidly as possible
in order to become accessible for communication.”10 This means that
it is natural for the brain to refer to the easier accessible word based
on its structure rather than on whether it is the individual’s first or
second language.
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Michel Paradis, one of the most renowned authors in the field of
bilingual aphasia, has studied language for three decades. He
announced in 2006 that

[T]here are two ways of speaking: the controlled way (using explicit metalin-
guistic knowledge) and the automatic way (using implicit linguistic compe-
tence). . . .The controlled use of metalinguistic knowledge may be speeded up,
but metalinguistic knowledge never becomes linguistic competence. . . .With
increased proficiency, the use of metalinguistic knowledge is either speeded up
or gradually replaced by the use of implicit linguistic competence, hence
switching from relying on one set of neural substrates to relying on another.11

Paradis’ statement means that we may begin by consciously
reflecting on just how to use our many languages, but this soon
becomes automated as we become more and more comfortable with
our multiple tongues (see Table 5.3).

Linguistic awareness is an understanding of the basic structure of lan-
guage. Murphy says this covers all aspects of language: “Awareness is
not limited to linguistic structure and semantics but also affects phono-
logical, pragmatic, and sociolinguistic knowledge,”12 meaning that every
dimension of verbal and written communication is involved.Whereas
very small children can use language, most do not understand the lin-
guistic structure, semantics, sounds structures, or grammar they are
applying. (Even older adults are often limited to the basics of language
comprehension without a full understanding of the grammar.) Metalin-
guistic awareness implies knowing how language is pieced together,
however, and the use of this deciphering practice to understand new
language structures. In a trilingual context this means being able to
compare mental schemes about the different languages in order to use
them correctly. For example, the table below gives an example of an
English–German–Spanish trilingual’s possible metacognitive processes.

Table 5.3 Linguistic Awareness

Mental Schema English German Spanish

“All languages Verbs usually come Verbs usually follow Verbs usually 
use verbs” immediately after the subject but immediately 

the subject are also often at follow the subject
the end of the 
sentence

“Adjectives Adjectives usually Adjectives usually Adjectives usually 
describe things” come before come before come after the 

the object the object object

Example: I drive a red car. Ich fahre ein rotes Yo manejo un auto
Auto. rojo.
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Metalinguistic awareness can come about through formal instruc-
tion in school, in which grammatical structure is taught, or it can
come about with experience and practice in the language. Typically,
fluency in foreign languages creates the platform for metalinguistic
awareness. The level of fluency influences successful trilingualism in
that mental schemes are broadened with each new language.That is,
what we know about language in general can be applied to a new lan-
guage specifically. This was shown by Barry McLaughlin and R.
Nation’s work in which they showed how “novice” language learners
differed from “experts” in their ability to quickly generalize concepts
about language. They showed that increased familiarity with many
languages made it easier to learn additional ones.Why? Because the
general awareness of language composition (words, grammar,
sounds, gestures) is applied to each new language, meaning there is a
cumulative base of information upon which we can learn a third lan-
guage. It was found that “third-language learners are highly success-
ful; they learn more language faster than second-language learners of
the same target language; and (2) their behaviours are those of the
self-directed learner,”13 all presumably based on their greater lin-
guistic awareness. Overall, learning a third language means that the
individual spends more time thinking about “language” as a whole.
Time spent on any task also increases proficiency, and time is what
we turn to next.

Time Spent on Languages

The more quality language input is practiced, the more proficient
one becomes in the language.According to the Language Research
Center of the University of Calgary, “A limited amount of instruc-
tion will not lead to trilingual proficiency, but any amount of
instruction time in a L3 [third language] will enable these students
to develop their language learning skills.”14 However, we should
also remember that the old adage “practice makes perfect” is
somewhat flawed and that a more accurate statement would be
“practice makes permanent.” That is, if the original learning is
valuable, then practice does indeed make perfect, but if the origi-
nal learning is flawed, practice only makes poor information stick.
We have to be careful about the quality of the input because the
“amount of exposure has a strong effect on the likelihood of both
positive and negative language transfer”15 when learning a third
language. Once we ensure that the quality is good, timing is a key
to learning. The role of linguistic exposure functions similarly in
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second and third language acquisition. The quality of the mother
tongue has an influence on the second language, and the second
language and mother tongue together influence the third language.
As mentioned in the section on first-language proficiency, without
the building blocks and strong foundations, new languages will be
difficult or impossible to achieve. If the foundations are good, how-
ever, the success of trilingualism hinges in part on the amount of
time the individual devotes to the new language. This is perhaps
the greatest challenge related to third versus second languages; it
is far easier to divide language time in half than to divide it into
thirds. Think about it. In a given twenty-four hour period how
many languages can actually be pursued and given quality time?
This is especially true in school settings.

If we expect that school will provide the structure for a third lan-
guage, we have to expect that the curriculum structure provides
enough time for this to occur. I have seen a number of schools prom-
ise a multilingual education, only to examine their curriculum to
find that foreign language time is limited to a few minutes each
morning, or to music time, neither of which is sufficient to reach a
proficient level of language. Similarly, in a family setting, parents
need to be mindful of their role in promoting the best quality
mother tongue or native language experiences possible. This
includes bilingual families, in which children are brought up bilin-
gual from birth and both home languages are considered “native,”
whereas a third language is left to the school. Each language should
have its quality time carefully delineated. Whereas vocabulary in
one language tends to have a positive effect on increased vocabulary
in the second and third languages, literacy skills do not enjoy this
correlation. In order to be a good reader in a language, the learner
has to devote time and practice; there is no automatic transfer of
reading and writing abilities from language to language. Being mul-
tilingual can be limited to oral skills, but often trilingual goals mean
literacy skills as well. This leads us to the important element of the
level of education of the learner.

Education Level of the Learner

As we saw in the section about first-language proficiency, the
impact of a learner’s knowledge about their mother tongue, or
native language, has a direct influence on the quality of subsequent
languages. Proficiency is also influenced by the level of schooling
one has in each of the languages. Two things about education and
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language success should be highlighted related to trilinguals: the first
has to do with intelligence and the second has to do with the num-
ber of years in school.

First, in general, though it is controversial, many feel that learn-
ing is not linked to overall intelligence but to the ability to memo-
rize. It’s interesting to consider that one can have memories
without learning, but it is impossible to learn without memory.This
means that one does not have to be exceptionally smart to learn a
foreign language, but smart people tend to pick up languages easier
mainly because they have a great deal of practice with the art of
memory because it is required for formal school success. I can think
of many very smart friends who don’t speak foreign languages and
a lot of people of average intelligence who do. Also, I know many
learning-disabled and Down’s syndrome trilinguals. Yet all of the
smart friends who ever attempted a language could learn. Smart
people tend to have highly developed language skills. The research
shows that these first-language skills will facilitate second- and
third-language acquisition. Highly developed skills such as reading
and writing normally occur within school settings. The more edu-
cated a person, the more acquainted that person is with the general
tenets of learning, which can be applied to foreign languages as well
as other subjects.

Second, the more time spent on a language, the more proficient a
person becomes in that language, which makes it logical to assume
that fluency increases with education in the language. Collier and
Thomas’s work in this field is hugely important, because it points to
the necessity of a minimum of five to six years in a new language
before native-like fluency can be reached, as we saw in Chapter 4.
This means that although better-educated people are better candi-
dates for foreign language learning success, those who undertake
foreign languages are also more likely to stay in school and become
better educated.The earlier the start, the more years a person has in
the target languages. Both overall intelligence as well as the total
time in the target language (as reflected by education level) are
important in trilingual success. Another element influencing trilin-
gual success is related to children’s first teachers—their parents.

Parent Involvement

As with all types of new learning, a positive home environment
plays a large role in successful trilingualism. The most important
thing that parents can do for their children when they decide to

A Special Word about Third Languages 103



embark on the multilingual journey is to agree on a family language
strategy (who speaks what to whom and when) and then consis-
tently follow it. A well-thought-out strategy will include an evalua-
tion of the time that can be devoted to each language. For example,
if one parent works more than the other and spends less time with
the child, has a strategy been devised by which that language can
“make up” time when the parent is present? A good strategy will
also consider players outside the home, such as the community lan-
guage in the dominant culture outside the home. If the community
language is the same as one of the parents’ languages, then perhaps
less time can be allotted within the home for proficiency. A good
strategy will also include the teachers and other caregivers in the
child’s life. The school should share the same language goals as the
family or frustrations will abound. For example, Katrin’s family
moved from Germany to Peru for a three-year work contract. Her
three children joined the German School.All but a few courses were
in the children’s native German language, but the three Spanish
courses caused her children far more problems than she could have
anticipated. Unlike schools in Germany, the school in Peru offered
no extra classes in Spanish to support her children.This mismatch of
expectations caused more than bad will and for the first year caused
a tremendous amount of financial, as well as emotional, turmoil on
the family. Each of the major players’ roles will be discussed more
in Chapter 7, but for now, it is sufficient to call attention to the
importance of all the players in a learner’s life. Let’s focus on the
family for now.

If the first and second languages are part of the home setting, as
when the child is brought up bilingual from birth, and the third lan-
guage comes from the community, this means that the home lan-
guage(s) are minority languages. Deborah Ruuskanan, from the
University of Vaasa, Finland, writes:

Parents who want their children to learn their mother tongue must realize
that it will take work, beyond simply speaking their mother-tongue all the
time to their child. . . . This means things like reading out loud . . . singing to
them and teaching them the songs and nursery rhythms, showing video films
. . . and having other adults and children speak to the child . . . taking the child
for a visit in the country where the language is spoken.16

Other researchers have suggested that parents honestly review
their own motivations for wanting to maintain their native languages,
because these can impact success levels. Many parents are motivated
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to keep their native languages with their children “in a more general
attempt to maintain traditional cultures,”17 which may not be enough
to get a child to take it on. For the greatest trilingual success, parents
and children have to share language goals in common.

Characteristics of good parent involvement are multiple. Cather-
ine Snow of Harvard and colleagues offer some very sound advice
in their book Unfulfilled Expectations: Home and School Influences
on Literacy,18 where they suggest healthy ways for parents to sup-
port their children’s literacy endeavors. For example, showing inter-
est in a child’s work, including monitoring homework, is very
helpful. They also recommend making links with the school to sup-
port the child’s academic success, not just waiting to be called in
about disciplinary problems. High-level parent involvement has a
direct correlation to third language success. Schools can assist with
this by identifying clear parental roles. Some schools that I have
worked in use parent contracts at the beginning of the school year
to establish parameters of cooperation. For example, one school out-
side Milan, Italy, understood the importance of a strong mother-
tongue background in order to be a successful bilingual and asked
the parents to sign an agreement in which they promised they would
not help their children with English. Rather, the parents were asked
to read with their children in Italian daily. Parental support in ensur-
ing native language fluency and literacy is a key to multilingual aca-
demic success. Clear expectations become even more important as
a child moves from bilingualism to trilingualism, especially in terms
of what the child believes the parents feel about the languages.

Another area in which parents can help relates to beliefs and val-
ues. Parental use of and attitudes toward home and school languages
directly impacts the quality of their child’s learning. If a child’s par-
ents have a low level of respect for their child’s school language,
then that child will be hard pressed to develop it independently.
Derogatory comments about languages, jokes about accents, and
comments about their perceived difficulty can lower the motivation
of children to study the school or community language. Similarly, if
the parents speak two different languages but choose to use a third
between them, this can send the message that one or the other par-
ent language is less important. In the same way, if parents never
make the attempt to learn the school or community language but
insist that the children do, this also sends mixed messages. Teachers
can often help stem these negative feelings by guiding families in
subtle but clear ways. Next, we look at the importance of the
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teacher and his or her qualifications when it comes to encouraging
trilingualism.

Teacher Qualifications

In their research on third language acquisition, Cenoz and Lind-
say highlight the important role of the teacher in this process. They
found that teachers who have more graduate education and more
specialized training for working with language minority children are
more successful.Whereas this may not come as a surprise to anyone,
the details of what “specialized training” means are often a mystery.
Cenoz and Lindsay found that teachers with greater knowledge of
the student’s home language(s) are more successful than monolin-
gual teachers.Why? Because knowledge of other language structures
helps teachers understand student errors better. For example, if I,
the teacher, know that Vietnamese speakers use classifiers more than
articles, I can better sympathize with the struggles of my students
who can’t seem to get their heads around “the,” “a,” and “an.” With
this in mind, I can develop remedial activities to help them. Or, if I
teach Spanish and know my native English speakers rarely use
reflexive verbs, I can take measures to highlight their awareness and
reinforce their learning in this area. Awareness of the structure of
other languages is one of many ways to measure teacher qualifica-
tions. A complete review of teacher training programs follows in
Chapter 7, but a few ideas include being versed in appropriate
teaching methods and student-centered learning activities. Addi-
tionally, successful teachers understand different learning styles
(“there are no two brains alike”). They also show respect for other
cultures. If they know a variety of teaching methods, empathize
with different learning styles, and show respect for other cultures,
teachers can be more effective.

A key concept in good teaching, especially as it relates to lan-
guages, is that the person who does the work is the person who
does the learning. Well-trained teachers know that if they want a
student to learn how to speak correctly (or read or write correctly),
they will need to let the students practice these skills. It is hypoth-
esized that parents who are successful at getting their children to
learn several languages are simply successful parents. Similarly,
teachers who are successful at helping their students learn several
languages are simply good teachers. In both cases, the child is the
center of the discussion.
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According to Canales and Ruiz-Escalante’s report on best ingre-
dients for successful multilingualism, what is essentially needed then
is a teacher who understands, appreciates, and respects the cultural
background of the child; who knows the phonic and grammatical
differences between the child’s native language and that of the sec-
ond language being taught so that he can help the child with his lin-
guistic needs; and who is knowledgeable concerning the various
reading approaches so that he will be able to select and utilize those
that best meet the particular needs of the bilingual child.19

Teacher qualifications will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.
We now turn to the last element of successful trilingualism: self-
esteem.

Learner Self-esteem

Does success with languages lead to higher self-esteem, or does
higher self-esteem lead to success with languages? It is most likely
that both are true. People with a high level of self-esteem have per-
sonality characteristics that allow them to march through to success
even against the worst of odds.At the same time, people who enjoy
success and have a taste of achievement can use those as building
blocks to develop higher self-esteem. Mel Levine, author of A Mind
at a Time, believes that teachers owe it to their students and to their
profession to help each child find some kind of success each day.
Why? Success breeds success. Self-esteem is enhanced through the
acquisition of new languages because it celebrates an achievement.

Enhanced self-esteem may be inherent in all successful language
learners, but it is more likely that it is developed as a consequence
of good parenting and/or school programs, which recognize the
importance of self-esteem in learning. For example, in the United
Kingdom, some teachers are evaluated on their knowledge base,
including “the role of self-esteem in developing communication and
self-expression and how to promote the self-esteem of pupils
through the support [teachers] provide.”20 These kinds of criteria
show that quality programs value and seek to enhance self-esteem
in students. Although not universal by far, it seems that most qual-
ity multilingual programs understand the importance of self-esteem.

So do languages come about as a result of high self-esteem, or do
multilinguals have high self-esteem because they have many lan-
guages? If languages come about due to high self-esteem, then we
can take advantage of the potential that high self-esteem renders
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and take care to cultivate the psychological well-being of the children
in our lives. If the answer is that after learning a language, self-esteem
is enhanced, it means that we may contribute to building self-esteem
through language instruction. It has been speculated that children are
born with a natural curiosity and self-confidence that can sadly be
crushed by unrealistic parental expectations or teachers’ snide com-
ments. To understand how this occurs, we turn now to children’s
developmental stages and how age impacts successful trilingualism.

Age When Language Is Learned

The general rule with foreign languages is the earlier the better, as
we discussed in Chapter 3; this is primarily true for two reasons, one
psychological and the other chronological. Psychologically, we
know that young children have small egos and they see language as
a game to be played, not an exam to be passed. I remember teach-
ing a small group of children a song in Japanese only to find that the
under-fives happily chimed in while the older students observed cau-
tiously from afar. Small children and their small egos experiment
more with language than big children with big egos do. However, it
is not just self-consciousness that spurs on younger children, more
mature minds take more time to reflect.

In a comparison of children in second, sixth, and ninth grades, it
was found that the older children used more language transfer, dis-
playing greater metalinguistic awareness.This also indicates that the
older a child is, the more likely he or she will rely on the first and
second language to learn the third. Now, this is not necessarily a bad
thing, because it reflects an understanding of how languages work
and a resourcefulness in finding missing information to communi-
cate in the most effective way possible. It means that as each of the
three language systems matures, the learner is more and more aware
of different languages learned and knows to pull information from
one system into another when the need arises. In real life, this
means that when fourteen-year-old Julie, who grew up bilingual in
German and Spanish (her mother is German but has worked in San
Salvador and Ecuador since she was a baby), is faced with learning
English in the German School as a third language, she will rely more
heavily on her native German and Spanish to learn English than
would her ten-year-old younger brother. This also confirms the
“younger the better” premise in another way, because the younger
the child, the less likely to draw on the first language while learning
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the third.The languages mature independently in younger children—
which can be a positive thing—but they rely on each other in older
learners.

Age is also important for reasons discussed in Raising Multilin-
gual Children, which are related to the windows of opportunity.
There are three main windows, and a window-and-a–half, that apply
to all cases of multilingualism, including trilingualism, as shown in
the following table.

Table 5.4 Windows of Opportunity

The First Window: Birth to 9 Months

(A Window-and-a-Half: 9 Months to 2 Years for High Aptitude Learner)

The Second Window: 4 to 8 Years Old

The Third Window: From Old Age and Back

Language Milestones

2–3 Years old: Normal mixing stage
3–4 Years old: Labeling of languages
5+ Years old: Cognizant of translation concept
4–10 Years old: Syntactic conservationism

Source: Charles L. Glenn, “Two-way Bilingual Education,” Education Digest,
2003; 68(5):45.

Many parents raising multilingual children can confirm what Steven
Pinker at MIT has documented related to key language milestones in
child development. Children raised in more than one language expe-
rience a normal mixing stage (two to three years old) when they use
words and grammar from all of their languages interchangeably and
without discretion.This occurs in trilinguals in the same way as it does
with bilinguals.This is followed by a separation of their language sys-
tems and an eventual labeling period (three to four years old) when
the child can actually name his or her languages. Although this usu-
ally begins with,“Mommy says it like this,” it concludes with the child
being able to label his or her languages by name (“My teacher speaks
French”).At this stage children will begin “syntactic conservationism”
and generally stick to a single grammatical structure while they con-
solidate linguistic awareness of their languages. For example, my son
Mateo began to use English grammar in all of his languages (English,
Spanish and German) when he was six. This subsided for awhile but
suddenly returned when he was nine.We helped him recognize when
he was doing this, and he slowly broke himself of the habit. Though
some estimates say this can last until ten years of age, I suspect it is
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more a process through which children have to pass than a fixed age.
In other words, some children probably have so much practice with
their languages that they can stop clinging to a single grammatical
structure when they are six, whereas others need several more years
to adjust to properly switching between languages. One indication of
this is that around five years of age, children become cognizant of the
“translation concept” and begin doing what adults do: think about
what language they should be using, and then translate. Pinker
reminds us that these are general guidelines, and children can vary as
much as a year in either direction. For example, my daughter, Natalie,
was pretty good about separating her first three languages by about
six years of age. She was lucky to have a great amount of stimulation
in all three languages and spoke nonstop as a child, practicing her lan-
guages with great frequency. This practice perhaps sped up the “syn-
tactic conservationism” process. I suspect that the total amount of
time spent practicing the management of access to different languages
can speed up the passage through this milestone.

As is evident by a review of these seven elements that influence
trilingualism, there are many things that both parents and teachers
can do to help the children in their lives with the process. To make
these point clearer, let’s look at the flip side—what discourages
trilingual skills.

WHAT DISCOURAGES THE ACQUISITION OF TRILINGUAL
SKILLS

I hate to dwell on the negative, but I feel it is important to share
some factors that discourage trilingual skills. Five of the most docu-
mented detractors are listed as follows:

1. Discouragement from parents, teachers, or peers. Whereas
multilinguals may produce more initial errors than their
monolingual counterparts, they progress faster and eventually
are superior. The initial error-making stage may prompt some
parents or teachers to discourage continued multilingual
development. Additionally, telling children it’s just too much
for them can lead them to believe trilingualism is impossible.

2. Contrived rather than authentic experiences with the language.
Successful learning comes from authentic communication. Use
of language in real-life contexts encourages trilingualism.
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3. Insufficient time-on-task.21 Language proficiency increases
over time. Many parents and teachers give up on their chil-
dren before the necessary five to seven years of language
study take place (see Chapter 3). Additionally, there are only
twenty-four hours in a day, whether you have one, two, three,
or more languages. Fluency comes with practice, and practice
takes time.

4. Status perception of third language. Languages that have a
higher status, or social appraisal, are learned faster than lower
status languages, which have less appeal in society.When lan-
guage heritage is not a priority, then minority languages can
be lost when a new higher status language is learned. It is not
uncommon that trilinguals often drop their home language in
favor of an international one.

5. Negative interlanguage transfer. A person who has more than
one language can experience interference from one language
when speaking another, and the possibility of this occurring is
proportionate to the number of languages a person speaks—
the more languages, the greater possibility of confusion if the
child is younger and/or if the learning was not conducted with
a consistent strategy.

6. Quality of mother tongue or native language fluency impacts
the quality of subsequent languages. As we explained in pre-
vious chapters, if a child has a weak language foundation, it
may make it impossible to learn a new language fluently.

I would like to close this chapter with an intriguing question posed
me in the Netherlands, in Rotterdam, at an experimental school in
2005. This school had a high minority language rate because of the
country’s notably high immigration rate. Over sixty-six percent of its
population joined the community in recent years from Turkey and
several North African nations. Many of the children had not received
proper schooling before arriving in Holland and had poor mother-
tongue knowledge. The question from the authorities of the school
was, “Can English as a third language serve as a social equalizer
without having negative metacognitive consequences for the child?”
This query was born of the reality that the children entering their
school had a home language, in which they were normally only orally
proficient (no reading or writing skills). They would join the Dutch
language system and struggle. Normally, they would also start Eng-
lish in the early primary or even kindergarten years. This at first
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sounded like a recipe for disaster, but what they actually found is that
English began to play an unexpected social equalizing role within the
schools. Whereas the new immigrant children knew they would
always be at a disadvantage in Dutch compared with their native-
language peers, they saw they could accelerate at a similar pace to
their peers in English.This gave many students a leg up academically
as well as integrating them through a common third language. After
spending time at the school and watching their marvelous program, I
understood that their question was born out of the mother-tongue
dilemma; the children were starting school with poor skills in their
native languages, but the demanding Dutch curriculum would not let
them drop English in favor of Berber, or Turkish. What could be
done? The school proactively solicited members of the community to
work with them and called many parent meetings in which they
explained that the school expected parents to help their children
speak their native language and not to help with Dutch or English
homework.They found that by involving the parents in this way they
also showed how they valued not only the students’ native languages
but also their cultures. Parents were encouraged to share holidays,
customs, and foods in order to celebrate their language in an attempt
to elevate the status of these languages in the community. They also
avoided the frustration of parents “helping” their children with lan-
guages in which they were not fluent. After-school programs were
started to help parents learn more Dutch, but they were always
encouraged to retain their home languages. In doing so the children
began to shore up their first-language skills, making the job of teach-
ing them Dutch and English easier.They actually answered their own
question: English could be used as a social equalizer without nega-
tive metacognitive consequences, if the home language was given
equal status and parents were assigned the role of improving mother-
tongue fluency in order to give children the foundations for new lan-
guage construction.

SUMMARY

In this chapter we began by looking at the five basic ways people
arrive at being trilingual, reviewed the countries that are multilin-
gual, saw the UN definition for multilingualism, and considered the
benefits of bilingualism that transfer to trilingualism. We then
reviewed the ten key factors (timing, aptitude, motivation, strategy,
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consistency, opportunity for us, typology, gender, siblings, and hand
use) and the seven elements (first-language proficiency, linguistic
awareness, time spent on language, educational level of the learner,
parent involvement, teacher qualifications, and learner self esteem)
and how they influence successful trilingualism. We ended by con-
sidering factors that discourage the acquisition of trilingual skills,
including discouragement from parents, teachers, or peers; contrived
rather than authentic experiences with the language; insufficient
time-on-task; status perception of the third language; and negative
interlanguage transfer, and we offered a special perspective on the
importance of mother-tongue or native-language fluency.

As this chapter shows, language is a beautiful, albeit complex,
process and multilingualism is riddled with challenges that all have
the possibility of becoming opportunities. Some of these challenges
are social, such as those related to language status, others are psy-
chological, as with terms of self-esteem and motivation. Yet others
are neurological and have to do with brain structure and the com-
plexities of learning more than one language at different points in
life.We now turn to Chapter 6, which is devoted entirely to how the
brain handles multiple languages.
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6

The Brain and Languages

OUR UNIQUE ABILITY

This chapter is meant to give parents and teachers a better sense of
language and the brain.Why? Because understanding the complexi-
ties of the brain and language helps us better appreciate the myriad
of multilingual skills our children are developing. This in turn helps
us more accurately identify when “problems” are part of the natu-
ral milestones of language acquisition and when they are related to
true learning problems or conflicts between language typologies.We
need to get away from the overly simplistic diagnoses of children’s
problems in school by blaming things on language (“The child is
confused because he has too many languages. Drop a language and
he will be fixed”). No one should ever say a child has a problem
“with language” unless they identify the subfield of language they
are referring to. For example, does the child have good receptive
language skills (listening and reading) but is poor at productive lan-
guage skills (speaking and writing)? Does he or she have poor pro-
nunciation and articulation but can write perfectly? Or is the child
capable of humor and analogies in his or her second language but
incapable of putting them into print? Concerned parents and teach-
ers should know enough about language and the brain to steer clear
of oversimplified diagnoses. They should also understand how the
brain handles multiple languages because it gives us further reason
to celebrate the awesome feat of multilingualism.



Language is what separates humans from other animals. As the
most complex of mental tasks, language is managed by various
interconnected parts of the brain (written language uses more parts
of the brain simultaneously than perhaps any other mental task).1 In
fact, language skills in the brain are so complicated and overlap so
many areas that Peter Indefrey and Marlene Gullenberg summa-
rized their attempts to neatly separate them by asking rhetorically if
it would not be more effective to ask which areas of the brain were
not involved in language, as opposed to which were. Using available
studies, we will try to piece together this complex puzzle by first
explaining what is known to date about the brain and languages in
general, and then we will specifically address multilinguals.

WHAT LITTLE WE KNOW

Despite overzealous claims in the popular press, knowledge about
the human brain is in its infantile stages. Very little is known about
this organ, and of what is presumed, most still remains to be con-
firmed. Despite these limitations, however, one of the richest areas
of brain research relates to human language development, which
yields a wealth of fascinating, though incomplete, facts. Neuro-
science, psychology, and linguistics have posited explanations for an
overall language system involving a myriad of brain areas that per-
form independent functions in a symphony coordinated by a multi-
faceted conductor, the mind. Today it is now possible to view a
functioning healthy brain in vivo as it processes different language-
related activities. These studies help us determine which language
problems appear to be congenital (from birth) versus which seem to
be developmental, and we can distinguish those that demand the
use of one area of the brain more than others.

The most documented aspect of language and the brain is first-
language acquisition. By understanding how infants acquire their
first language, we can then compare and contrast this with how sec-
ond, third, and subsequent languages are learned. “With the
advancements of the last 30 years, we are ready to combine basic
research in first-language acquisition with research in brain imaging
and apply that to questions of how children become multilingual,”
says Barbara Lust, a professor in the Department of Human Devel-
opment at Cornell University. Happily for existing practitioners,
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most early beliefs about language related to word learning, reading,
and grammar comprehension are being confirmed by these new
techniques. We start with a general overview of findings about the
brain in the past twenty years.

WHAT WE CAN SEE

Brains may be thought of as analogous to faces; they have the same
basic parts, but no two are exactly alike. This fact explains why it is
impossible to say,“language is located in X area” of the brain, let alone
identify where multiple languages are located. It also helps educators
and parents appreciate the uniqueness of each child.The 1990s was the
“Decade of the Brain” when tremendous headway was made in ana-
lyzing how the brain functions. The 1990s also clearly documented
how brains differ between individuals. Barbro Johnannson is a linguist
at Wallenberg Neuroscience Center, Lund University in Sweden. He
says “current neuro-imaging and neurophysiologic techniques have
substantially increased our possibilities to study processes related to
various language functions in the intact human brain,”2 the result of
which is that we can identify the main language areas of the brain with
a high level of accuracy.This means that we have been able to gain an
increased level of generalization about what appears to be similar in all
brains, although we acknowledge that each is unique. Just as we can
say that each face has two eyes, a nose, a mouth, and two ears, we can
say that people incorporate general areas for language as well, though
no absolutely identical patterns of use are found. Just as there are no
identical faces, there are no identical brains. Deciphering this is com-
plex. Experts in the field, such as Michael Ullman of Georgetown Uni-
versity, nurture our growing understanding of the brain and
bilingualism and its complexities. Ullman believes it is not enough to
view physiological or chemical aspects of the brain in isolation when
studying multiple-language learning, and he encourages a more holis-
tic view of the brain that takes into consideration all of its systems. Ull-
man’s work takes into consideration “knowledge of the cognitive,
computational, neuroanatomical, physiological, cellular, endocrine,
and pharmacological bases of these systems [as each] leads to specific
testable predictions about both first and second language.”3 To under-
stand this complexity further, we now turn to some of the better
known language areas of the brain.

The Brain and Languages 117



THE MAIN LANGUAGE AREAS OF THE BRAIN

Broca and Wernicke’s Areas

Most people have their main language areas in the left frontal and
parietal lobes, bridging Broca’s area (commonly referred to as the
part of the brain that selects appropriate words, structures sen-
tences, and is related to grammar, naming of objects, and articula-
tion) and Wernicke’s area (commonly understood to be responsible
for the actual content and meaning of what is said), two regions of
the brain named after famous neurologists of the nineteenth century
who documented different types of language loss (aphasia) when
these parts of the brain were damaged. However, language sub-
structures are numerous.Within this general left-hemisphere area, it
is well documented that distinct areas of the brain are employed
when an individual hears another language, thinks about what is
being said, considers what to reply, chooses the appropriate words,
moves the mouth to speak, or picks up a pen to write.What is even
more intriguing is that the parts of the brain normally associated
with certain language functions are activated even when we simply
think about those functions. For example, when we imagine we are
going to say something, our brain lights up Broca’s area in the same
way that actual talking does. Other studies in the field show even
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more intricate details of language in the brain. Spelling, for example,
is shown to be associated with a small, specific area in the brain,
which is involved in choosing appropriate symbols to spell a word.4

But this does not mean that language is neatly documented
“down to the letter” in every case. For example, researchers Marian,
Spivey, and Hirsch found that the way the brain works when it is
learning to read is different from how it works when it already
knows how to read. Although there appears to be shared cortical
structures when one starts to learn to read, “the two languages may
be using separate structures at later stages of processing.”5 This
means that brain use for language changes as the brain becomes
more used to the task, meaning that “reading” in the brain cannot
be pinpointed without knowing the proficiency level of the learner.
Angela Friederici of the Max Planck Institute for Human Cognitive
and Brain Sciences has done extensive research using brain-imaging
techniques to identify the different areas of the brain that distin-
guish between semantic errors and syntactical errors (or between
errors of word choice and word order). She found that the brain
manages semantics, or words, through different systems than it man-
ages syntax and grammatical structure. This explains why some
second-language learners may find it a breeze to memorize long lists
of vocabulary but do miserably learning a new grammar.This means
that because of the way our brains are structured and our memories
function, lexical knowledge, or our set of personal mental diction-
aries, is easier to cultivate than is grammatical knowledge, or rules
about word order. These subtleties and differences grow with the
number of languages a person manages. Early bilinguals, for exam-
ple, appear to use the same parts of Broca’s area when speaking dif-
ferent languages, effectively treating first and second languages both
as “first” languages. In contrast, late bilinguals use a different seg-
ment of Broca’s area to process their different languages, according
to Joy Hirsch of Columbia University.6

Working closely with Broca’s area is Wernicke’s area, also located
in the left hemisphere, just behind and above the ear in the parietal
lobe.Wernicke’s area is responsible for understanding spoken words
as well as fluid speech. People who suffer strokes in Wernicke’s area
suffer what is known as “fluent” aphasia in which they appear to be
talking with the appropriate intonation and grammatical structure,
but their word choice is pure jargon and completely incomprehensi-
ble.The importance of this area when considering multilinguals can
be illustrated by simple curiosity. Children can appear to be fluent
in a language because they have the appropriate intonation and
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gestures.They even sing beautifully, but they have no idea what they
are saying and/or upon closer observation, may actually not be say-
ing anything at all.

Executive Functions

Touch your forehead. Behind your fingers is the foundation of the
brain’s executive functions. Your frontal lobes, as this area is called,
help make decisions for the rest of the body. Choosing the right verb
to use or deciding how to make yourself understood in a new lan-
guage takes place here. This is also where choices are made about
which languages to use. Physical parts of the executive function
include the dorso-lateral prefrontal cortex and the anterior cingulate
cortex. These serve as the primary firewalls between our languages.
They help us gain access to the right language in the right moment
with the right person. These parts of the brain “facilitate the
processes of selection, switching, and inhibition” or suppression,7

which involves how we choose what we say.This is hugely important
for multiple languages, because this part of the brain helps us shut
out one language and use another or search for a specific word in a
specific language.

The Visual Cortex and the Motor Cortex

Other areas related to language include the occipital, or visual,
cortex, which is responsible for receiving and processing sensory
input, such as written text or emotional cues from faces.Without the
ability to properly see such stimulus, an individual would be handi-
capped in their understanding of language.Though primarily related
to vision, the occipital cortex is fundamental to proper language
functioning. In a similar fashion, the motor cortex is normally related
to movement, however it is intimately involved in language as well.
Without a properly functioning motor cortex, an individual would be
incapable of producing actions needed for speaking and writing.

Some Right Hemisphere Functions

To make things even more complex, although the primary areas
for language in an “average” brain are in the left hemisphere, there
is research that points to counterintuitive information in this field,
indicating that there are other functions primarily in the right hemi-
sphere. Take humor, for example. Sophisticated uses of language,
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including humor, analogy, and the choice of intonation, are probably
located in the right, not left, hemisphere. Humor and laughter trig-
ger the release of neurotransmitters that aid in the solidification of
memories. In a like fashion, negative emotions can block the uptake
of information.

Emotions and Language

Another area of the brain related to languages is the amygdala, the
seat of emotional memories. The amygdalae are two small almond-
shaped orbs in the middle of the brain just atop the hippocampus
that mediate as well as store affective memory and emotionally
bound contexts. If you point your right finger at your head through
your ear, and your left hand points to just between your eyes, the
intersection should be at the amygdala.Whereas the right amygdala
seems to be related to emotional memory and production, studies
have shown that the left amygdala is activated by facial expressions
and helps interpret the emotional content of spoken words.8 There is
also evidence that the amygdala is the physical location of certain
stored memories, though it is not yet conclusive. In humans “the
impairment in remembering emotionally charged words (e.g., rape,
terrorist) is correlated with the extent of damage to the amygdala.”9

In practice, this means that what we remember we felt about a situa-
tion impacts how well we can remember what happened in that con-
text. For example, a child who sees the French teacher and
remembers how she was humiliated in class the day before will con-
nect that feeling to her next encounter with that teacher. Basic psy-
chology confirms that one’s emotions can change other people’s
mental states. In the positive sense, for example, when someone gives
you a smile it can change your mood from being sad to happy. Peo-
ple react to external stimuli in emotional ways, from a teacher’s
humiliating comment to a friend’s encouraging smile.The amygdala’s
job is “to ensure that emotional responses are appropriate to the
external stimuli and social context.”10The amygdalae are key in using
how we feel about a language to learn better.When a concept fights
with an emotion, the emotion almost always wins.11

This has implications for learning in both the formal and informal
educational contexts. For example, although fear has been identified
as a survival value, and anxiety is closely related to fear, a “modern”
emotional state that has received a great deal of attention lately is
stress. Ongoing anxiety results in stress. When managed well, indi-
viduals use “good” stress to remain focused and pay attention.
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“Good” stress can be seen in classrooms, where students are alert
and attentive, or in the work place, where everyone is on task.When
stress is out of control, however, it results in the release of hormones
that impede learning and can even damage the brain.12 Some intrigu-
ing research points to a greater use of the amygdala in second-language
acquisition, which indicates the role of emotions during the learning
process.13 An understanding of this function can positively influence
the creation of good learning environments through the management
of positive emotions to enhance the overall excellence of learning.
Knowing this and understanding the impact on language acquisition
is a powerful tool for both parents and teachers.When we acknowl-
edge that language learning is emotionally bound, we can begin to
take advantage of this information to structure learning situations in
better ways.We can help make positive links toward the emotions if
we are more conscious of their impact.

The amazingly complex structure of language in the brain seems to
work seamlessly in the majority of people who learn to use language
as infants, as well as those who learn second, third, or fourth lan-
guages as adults. Some argue that love, the strongest of emotions, is
behind the ease of first language learning. Others say that humans
have an innate ability for language. How are languages learned? What
is different between first- and second-language acquisition? These
intriguing questions are where we turn next.

HOW LANGUAGES ARE LEARNED

The Pieces of Language

There are an estimated 7,000 languages in the world, about 1,000
of which have been studied in detail by linguists.All languages have
similar basic elements.They are composed of both receptive abilities
(hearing and reading) and productive abilities (speaking and writ-
ing), they are composed of sounds, and many are based on a writ-
ten symbol system. This means that the world’s languages are more
similar than they are different, which lends credibility to the belief
that humans have an innate ability for languages, whose natures dif-
fer mostly because of culture. The four main aspects of language
seen across the world, which are also hierarchical in terms of devel-
opmental stages, are the abilities to understand, speak, read, and
write. Whereas less than half of the world is literate (can read and
write), all non-physically impaired, average-level intelligence indi-
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viduals can understand their own language and, barring any physi-
cal restraints, speak it.This means that although the majority of the
world is at least bilingual (if not multilingual), most are illiterate and
do not read or write fluently in even one language.

Cross-linguistic studies confirm that infants begin cooing and then
babbling, then attempting to echo syllabic utterances; words appear by
about the first year, says Dan Slobin, renowned cognitive linguist at the
University of California–Berkeley. Bransford and colleagues, confirm
that “by 6 months of age, infants distinguish some of the properties
that characterize the language of their immediate environment . . .
[and] around 8–10 months of age, infants stop treating speech as con-
sisting of mere sounds and begin to represent only the linguistically
relevant contrasts.”14 Infants must first perceive and understand lan-
guage before they can attempt to imitate it, which is why understand-
ing precedes speaking. After understanding language and then
speaking it, one can learn to read and, then, to write. Many studies
have documented that these four elements of language are distinct, but
often overlapping, sub-systems in the brain. There are strong argu-
ments that the way first languages are remembered in the brain differs
from how subsequent languages are remembered.

Theories of Memory and Languages

It is argued that a person can have memories without learning but
that it is impossible to have learning without memories. Psycholo-
gist Alan Baddeley of the University of Bristol in the United King-
dom offers a splendid model of working memory that distinguishes
language messages from visual ones. He posits that working mem-
ory, or the ability to remember something for just long enough to
execute an associated action, is a temporary storage system in the
brain.Working memory is what we use when we look up the phone
number for the pizza delivery, remember that Johnny has a prefer-
ence for pepperoni, that Mary also wants garlic bread, and then keep
this all in mind as we dial and then talk to the operator to make the
order. However, working memory can be exercised and extended to
last far longer than a few moments with practice. (As a teacher, I can
only wonder if it is actually a form of working memory that students
use to keep information in their minds just long enough to take a
test, after which everything is then forgotten. After all, this can’t be
called long-term memory, which is presumed to be permanent.) As
we saw in Chapter 4, multilinguals have better working memory
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capacity than monolinguals, presumably due to the need to maintain
one language in the mind while quickly retrieving the second. Our
central executive function, or control center of the mind, manages
three types of information in this working memory system.The first
is for visual imagery, the second is called the episodic buffer, and the
third is the phonological loop. This phonological loop is used for
maintaining auditory information in the mind for a short period of
time, usually by repeating it over and over quietly to ourselves.This
is important because it helps us understand how a child can keep
foreign words, whole phrases, or even a dialogue in the mind long
enough to execute a task (“repeat after me”), but this does not
mean it goes into long-term memory or results in real learning.
Although children may appear to be “getting it,” the only thing we
are assured of is that they are getting better at exercising their work-
ing memories. The key to real learning is moving information from
working memory to long-term memory.

Long-term memory is broken down into memories that are pro-
cedural, or implicit, (such as remembering to breath and how to
walk), and memories that are learned, which are called declarative
(things that have to be learned, like how to subtract, or the capital
cities in Europe). Michel Paradis of McGill hypothesizes that second-
language learning is managed primarily by the declarative memory
system. Many declarative memories often, but not always, require
strategies. (“How can I get that information inside my head?”).
However, according to Ullman, not all declarative memories “are
even explicit (that is, can be brought to conscious awareness.”15 If
declarative memories do lead to strategies, however, this means
that it is possible that when we learn a second language, we are
relying on conscious metalinguistic strategies. (“This is German.
And this is past tense. In German the verbs are often at the end of
a sentence in the past tense. I should put the verb at the end of this
sentence.”) This process is less automatic than using our first lan-
guage. According to Paradis, metalinguistic knowledge is gained
through declarative memory, whereas linguistic knowledge is pro-
cedural, because “explicit knowledge cannot be ‘converted’ or
‘transformed’ into implicit competence.”16 This could be the core
difference between how first and subsequent languages are stored
in the brain.

The prominent second language theory related to declarative and
procedural memory comes from Ullman. Ullman’s Declarative/
Procedural (DP) model states that use of lexical knowledge depends
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on the declarative memory system, whereas grammar relies on the
procedural memory system.17This model helps explain the difference
between first-language and second-language users. Although first-
language learners are taking in language as an essential skill (such as
walking), second-language learners are, at least initially, taking in lan-
guage as a skill similar to memorizing all the European capitals.The
key tenets of Ullman’s model are explained in brief below.

Different types of memory are related to different language
tasks, which vary over the course of our lives. “The declarative/
procedural model posits that L2 [second language] learners have
more difficulty with the procedural acquisition of grammar than
with the declarative memorization of lexical knowledge, as com-
pared to young children.”18 Ullman documents that “adults can
indeed acquire knowledge in procedural memory,” and he believes
that with increased experience with a language, second-language
learners should eventually “show procedural learning of grammat-
ical rules, and rule-based composition in language processing.”19

This means that as second-language learners become more and
more proficient at learning both lexical and grammatical aspects of
their new language, they will do so using different types of mem-
ory systems. These memory systems are hypothesized to relate to
different parts of the brain: “According to the declarative/
procedural model, the mental lexicon depends on declarative
memory and is rooted in the temporal lobe, whereas the mental
grammar involves procedural memory and is rooted in the frontal
cortex and basal ganglia.”20 Eventually, late bilinguals will increas-
ingly rely on the same brain systems as native language speakers:
declarative memory for words and procedural memory for the
implicit grammar, says Ullman. The better the brain gets at pro-
cessing language, the faster that skill can be retrieved and used.
When a skill becomes habituated, it is relegated to an area of the
brain requiring lower maintenance. “Thus, with sufficient experi-
ence with L2, the language is expected to become L1-like in its
grammatical dependence on the procedural system, the potential
for a high degree of proficiency.”21 Studies suggest that “greater
cognitive effort may be sub-served by less well-tuned neural rep-
resentations that require greater neuronal activity.”22 This means
that a lot of brainpower is needed to learn something initially and
that the brain becomes more efficient with practice. Theoretically,
the closer to “fluent” a person becomes, the more “native-like”
language learning becomes. The declarative/procedural model is
also important because it explains why adults and children learn
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languages differently from a neurological perspective and helps us
understand the natural learning process for languages in the brain.

Learning Your First Language

Over the past decade there have been several studies that confirm
that first-language acquisition is formed very early in a newborn’s
development. For example, studies by joint researchers at the
Departments of Psychology at New York University and Amherst
College pointed to a seven-month threshold by which time infants
identify structures in their native language(s). Their study implies
that seven-month-olds already grasped the basic structure of their
native languages and attended curiously to new ones or those that
broke the patterns of expectations. This means that before children
are one year old, they already have engrained perceptions of their
native language(s). Infants less than three months old were breast-
fed while listening to their native language and while listening to a
foreign language. When the foreign language was played the babies
tended to stop suckling and listen curiously. They knew the sound
was a language, but they also realized it was not their language.
Other work by Debra Mills, Janet Werker, and colleagues showed
that language in the brain varied between 14- and 20-month-olds
when it came to phonetically similar words. Ironically, older infants
were less successful at distinguishing similar sounds. This study is
one of many that suggest that humans are universal receivers of all
language sounds (they are born with the ability to distinguish all
sounds in all languages), but they quickly lose this ability before
their second birthdays, after which time they have a hard time rec-
ognizing any sound that is not part of their native language. This
implies that at birth children are primed to learn any language with-
out an accent, but the older they get, the less able they are to per-
ceive foreign sounds.Without hearing the sound, they are unable to
reproduce it (and therefore have an accent).As explained in Raising
Multilingual Children, it is for this reason that birth to nine months
is identified as the first window of opportunity for language acquisi-
tion. At this age, the brain is identifying language patterns it can
adhere to for life. However, ironically, the stage of permanency is
also one of plasticity.

Although the brain is noted to be dynamically reshaping itself in
early childhood, it can also heal itself in a similar fashion. Brian Mac
Whinney reports, “Bones, muscles, cell walls, mitochondria, and
immune system[s] [all] become stronger after periods of use and
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breakage. Neurons work in the same way,”23 related to language.The
more they are stretched, the more they grow. For example, children
who suffer strokes before they are seven years of age tend to recover
language abilities fully due to the brain’s plasticity. This does not
mean that the brain heals itself in the same way a cut on the skin
would heal but rather that other areas of the brain take over the
functions of the damaged area. Researchers have noted that some
young stroke victims with left hemisphere damage “recruited the
right hemisphere into language processing networks during early
development, presumably in response to congenitally aberrant cir-
culation.”24 This means that when the brain’s “normal” language
areas became damaged, parallel structures in the right hemisphere
take over their work.This reminds us how generalizations about the
brain have a myriad of exceptions with many different root causes
and that this information should be reviewed conservatively.

SECOND, THIRD, AND SUBSEQUENT LANGUAGES

This History of Bilingual Brains

The very first story of bilingual aphasia on record was “Johann
Gesner [who] in 1770 probably provided the first description of dis-
sociation in reading ability in different languages in a bilingual
patient, who after brain damage was able to read Latin [his second
language] but not German [his first language].”25 Since that time,
many well-respected neurologists suggest that first and second lan-
guages may differ in their location in the brain. Neurologists are
divided as to whether this means there is increased right brain hemi-
sphere use by bilinguals.The greatest number of studies about bilin-
gual brains originally came from evidence provided by stroke
patients, who are not consistent in how they lose languages and how
they recuperate them. Paradis emphatically wrote in 2003 that “all
the experimental studies of the past 25 years combined and the
meta-analysis of their findings have not advanced knowledge of the
lateralization of language in bilingual speakers.”26 A strong theory,
which emerged after studying two hundred years of damaged multi-
lingual brains, leads to what is called the “dual-language” or “over-
lap” theory, in which languages share some areas in the brain but
not others. Bilingual patients are recorded as frequently losing one
of their languages but not the other, implying that the two languages
were found in distinct or overlapping areas of the brain. A recent
study using brain imagining technology as opposed to autopsy
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showed that roughly 65 percent of bilingual stroke patients suffered
a loss of both languages, while 20 percent lost just the second, and
15 percent lost just the first. Other researchers have documented
how “selective impairment in one language after surgery demon-
strates that each language has different anatomical representa-
tion.”27 A very interesting case showed how a trilingual recuperated
his three languages at different stages over a six-week period post-
stroke. He surprised his doctors by recovering his second language
first, his third language second, and his native language last.

The idea that greater brain area is used by multilinguals is sup-
ported by other research as well. Studies based on handedness and
language lateralization found that suggesting that spatial abilities are
a “right brain” function is a gross overgeneralization because the
opposite has been found to be the case (language in the right and
spatial abilities on the left). That is, both language and spatial abili-
ties have been found on the right or language and spatial abilities on
the left. The study concluded that “all combinations of cerebral lat-
eralization for language and attention may exist in the healthy
brain.”28 Cases such as these appear to confirm earlier medical and
linguistic suspicions that multiple languages in the brain may share
some, but not all, physical areas, depending on different factors
shaped by individuals’ experiences.The bottom line is that although
specific templates cannot be devised, general patterns of multilin-
gualism in the brain can be found.

Multilingualism in the Brain

There is a common practice of mapping language areas in the
brain prior to surgery to avoid further damage. The purpose of this
procedure is to clearly delineate areas of the brain dealing with lan-
guage in order not to remove them during surgery to take out
tumors, blood clots, or other damaged areas.This procedure has led
to unplanned discoveries about the brain. For example, while con-
ducting normal pre-surgical mapping for languages on bilinguals,
Panagiotis Simos and colleagues found “substantial differences in
the receptive language maps.”29 Simos’ observation indicates that
being bilingual changes the perception patterns of language in the
brain compared with monolinguals.This may indicate that bilinguals
have language in a wider area than monolinguals, and process lan-
guages in slightly different areas of the brain.This finding means that
if a person learns a second language alongside a first (bilingual from



birth), the brain mechanisms are basically the same as a monolin-
gual. However, if a person learns a second language after infancy,
the actual brain mechanisms change.

What Factors Change the Multilingual Brain Most?

A group of researchers at the University of Basel have been try-
ing to answer this question for years. Rita Franceschini, Daniela
Zappatore, Georges Lüdi, Ernst-Wilhelm Radü, Elise Wattendorf,
and Cordula Nitsch are lead researchers in Switzerland who have
been managing The Multilingual Brain Project since 2000. They
conduct brain imaging studies combined with interviews about par-
ticipants’ lives to try and piece together an answer as to whether
languages are found in the brain in differing areas based on when
the languages were learned, whether or not there was formal school-
ing involved, the age of the participants, and how similar the lan-
guage typologies were. Their primary goal is to determine if “new
neural networks [are] created when second and third languages are
learned only in the early adult age [and if so] are different learning
strategies used?”30 The general findings to date point to no pattern
for multilingualism. One explanation could be due to the fact that
no two people have the same life experiences, and these experiences
change the brain daily. That is, a Hungarian immigrant construction
worker who arrives in Zurich, Switzerland, at the age of 15 is dif-
ferent from a 30-year-old immigrant doctor from Turkey, both of
whom may have cemented their life experiences in such different
ways as to actually use slightly distinct areas of the brain to manage
their respective languages. This could be affected by the levels of
education these individuals had or could be the result of whether
these individuals formally studied their third languages in school or
learned them informally. They could also differ depending on the
combinations of languages learned.What we do know is that certain
factors play larger roles than others in shaping both success and the
physical structure of language areas in the brain.

Visible Language Factors within the Brain

“Current neuro-imaging and neurophysiologic techniques have
substantially increased our possibilities to study processes related to
various language functions in the intact human brain,” writes lin-
guistic researcher Johansson. His research identifies that “proficiency,
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age of acquisition, and amount of exposure can affect the cerebral
representations of the languages,”31 yet it is still not known how and
to what extent language typologies (historical roots), the age of
acquisition, and the length of time and proficiency in the second or
subsequent language impacts the language’s physical location in the
brain. Let’s consider each of these factors individually.

Age. Many people believe that the age that a person learns a lan-
guage is the main factor that influences not only success but also lan-
guage location in the brain. As we discussed previously, multiple
languages learned from birth are all treated as “first” languages in
the brain. For example, research by psychologists Wuillemin,
Richardson, and Lynch at Monash University in Australia found that
“age of acquisition proved to be a significant contributor to the lat-
erality effects obtained.”32 Others dispute this finding, however.
Does this mean that the age a person learns a language determines
whether or not the language is located primarily in the right or left
hemisphere? Such a generalization would be shortsighted and
ignore other evidence that shows that other factors also contribute
to which areas of the brain are changed by managing more than one
language. As mentioned in the review of Ullman’s declarative/
procedural model, the maturation of memory systems in the brain
may also cause changes in the physical structure of multilingual ver-
sus monolingual brains. Age may have an impact of first versus sec-
ond and subsequent language location in the brain, but other factors
may be equally influential.

Proficiency. Researchers Mira Goral, Erika Levy, Loraine Obler,
and Eyal Cohen in New York and Boston studied a trilingual who
suffered language loss due to a stroke. They compared the different
ages at which she learned her languages, the frequency of language
use, and the similarity of vocabulary in the languages to see where
all this ended up in the brain.When they placed the influencing fac-
tors of age of language learning, degree of language recovery and
use, and prevalence of shared lexical items on a hierarchical scale for
influence, they concluded that “whereas age of language learning
plays a role in language recovery following aphasia, the degrees of
language use prior to the aphasia onset and of shared vocabulary
determine the ease with which words are accessed.”33 In this
patient’s case, the ages at which she learned her different languages
were not as important as the amount of use she gave each when it
came to recuperating her three languages. The level of fluency
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(which can often relate to age in terms of the number of years of
practice) is more important than age in determining if a language
can be recalled easier. This makes sense in terms of basic learning
principles in which rehearsal is key in solidifying information into
long-term memory.

Regula Briellmann, Michael Saling, Allie Connell, Anthony
Waites, David Abbott, and Graeme Jackson at the Brain Research
Institute at the University of Melbourne in Australia conducted a
study that seems to support the finding that use is more influential
than age of acquisition. They studied people who spoke four lan-
guages by testing noun-verb generation. (For example, you see the
word “dog” and decide if the correct verb that goes with it is “run”
or “runs.”) They repeated this exercise in all the languages that the
participants knew. They then measured brain responses through
functional magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), which showed how
different languages triggered different intensity levels of the lan-
guage areas in the brain. These researchers hypothesized that profi-
ciency in each language was related to these areas and varied in
intensity based on proficiency.Their work also showed that “activa-
tion did not appear to be dependent on the age at which the lan-
guage was learnt,”34 but rather on the fluency, which is similar to
Goral and colleagues’ findings.35 It seems that language dominance
and the location of languages in the multilingual brain are more
dependent upon level of fluency and familiarity with the language
than upon age. However, these studies are important not so much
because of their ranking of “age” versus “fluency” but rather
because they demonstrate that brain mechanisms change with profi-
ciency. Other studies show additional changes based on different lin-
guistic structures.

Language Typology. Different linguistic structures can cause lan-
guages to be found in different areas of the brain, such as those
found in different writing systems, for example. Studies by Mei-chun
Cheung, Agnes Chan, and Yu-leung Chan in Hong Kong show that
English and Chinese written language processing is in different
hemispheres36 (English in the left and Chinese in the right). This is
presumably because Chinese is in part based on pictographs, or
images, though this is still open to debate. Studies of Japanese apha-
sics who were unable to read the pictograph symbol system but
retained the ability to interpret the Romanji or Phoenician alphabet
lend credibility to this claim, however. This could have implications
for multilinguals who seek literacy skills in languages that have
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different writing systems.The most common written language fami-
lies are Latin (Phoenician), which includes English.The second most
common is the Cyrillic writing system (including Russian, Ukrain-
ian, and Bulgarian), and the third is Arabic (Arabic, Punjabi, and
Turkish). In terms of population, the Chinese writing system (which
includes some elements of Japanese written language as well) is the
largest. In addition, some writing systems are unique (Armenian,
Greek,Thai, and Korean). In India, Chenhappa and colleagues found
that orthographic differences between English and various Indian
languages were distinct enough to be found in different parts of the
brain, resulting in different levels of aphasia in each after a stroke.
The differences between the symbols used can impact where the
various languages are located in the brain, as well as the ease with
which a learner gains literacy skills in different systems. This also
means that when the bilingual’s writing systems share a similar
structure, reading problems in bilingual populations seem to mirror
those found in monolingual populations. This finding has important
implications for teaching in both diagnostic tools as well as class-
room methodologies.

This information is very important to consider when we decide
that multiliteracy skills are part of our language goals. It is probable
that languages that share the same writing system are easier to learn
than languages with different writing systems because they are
located in similar areas of the brain.This information begs the ques-
tion of the factors influencing exceptions to the rule in multilingual
brains, to which we turn next.

“AVERAGE” VERSUS “SPECIAL” BRAINS

We said that there are no two brains alike; whereas the basic parts
are common to all humans, no two brains are identical. Even iden-
tical twins have different brains from birth because the main change-
agent for brain structure is experience, and no two people share the
same experiences. Brain structures differ for a wide variety of rea-
sons, including gender, handedness, frequency of language use, and
genetic variations, which we will turn to now.

Gender

There are so many potential factors that can have an impact on
foreign language acquisition that it is often difficult to filter out what
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is cause and what is effect. Take gender, for example. There is an
extensive body of knowledge about how boys and girls (and later
men and women) process language differently.37 This may be related,
in part, to how their physical memory structures also differ, and the
differences in hormonal balances between the genders.38 One of the
interesting findings is that apparently women use far more parts of
their brains to consider stimuli. Porter Coggins,Teresa Kennedy, and
Terry Armstrong’s research on male and female multilinguals
showed that the corpus callosum, which joins the left and right
hemispheres, is larger in bilinguals than in monolinguals “to accom-
modate multiple language capacity in bilingual individuals com-
pared to monolingual individuals”39 and also slightly larger in
women than in men. Does this explain a general tendency for
woman to “multi-task” better than men? Or can the multilingual’s
increased working memory be the cause of physical differences from
monolingual brains? In comparative gender studies involving multi-
linguals, the brain is reported to work differently in men than in
women. Is this because of gender, or because of bilinguality? There
are simply not enough studies available to say with certainty, though
it stands to reason that given other studies showing women’s greater
cross-hemisphere processing of first languages, they could use both
hemispheres with their second languages as well. Men’s and
women’s brains look different. Do these differences impact foreign
language proficiency? Not at all. Men and women are equally capa-
ble of being multilingual. However, it should be recognized that
these physical differences may manifest themselves in learning pref-
erences, which we will consider in Chapter 7. Another way our
brains are different is in their genetics.

Genetics

Some distinctions between brains may not be based on gender but
rather connected to genetic factors. Neurologists have found that
“genetic factors significantly influenced cortical structure in Broca’s
and Wernicke’s language areas, as well as frontal brain regions,”40

which could point to a genetic link for foreign language aptitude.
Although such findings could lead to definitive answers about why
some people learn foreign languages easier than others, far more
research is needed to confirm such suggestions. Despite the fact that
“these genetic brain maps reveal how genes determine individual
differences, and may shed light on the heritability of cognitive and
linguistic skills,”41 there is just not enough data to definitively say. It
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has been noted by historical linguists that successful bilinguals tend
to run in families, but it has remained questionable whether this is a
result of social factors, such as the lifestyle of bilinguals—some of
whom are diplomats or other expatriates who live abroad and value
foreign language abilities—or a result of ability, as genetic studies
suggest. Identifying a gene for foreign languages would lend credi-
bility to this idea, but the evidence to date is still inconclusive.

Much of the information available about multilingual brains pre-
sumes an “average” brain. The research literature illustrates, how-
ever, that such generalizations should be read with caution because
differences (such as the number of languages in a single brain, gen-
der, and genetics) influence the exact location and use of certain
brain areas for processing multiple languages. An additional area of
study that concerns the definition of an “average” brain and has
received increased attention as of late relates to hand use as a reflec-
tion of hemisphere dominancy in languages.

Hand Use as a Reflection of Cerebral Dominancy

Handedness is one of the lesser-known aspects of the human
brain’s hemisphere dominance for language. Human beings are pre-
dominantly right-handed, though a significant number of individu-
als, an estimated 7 to 11 percent of the world’s population, are
left-handed.42 As we saw in the previous section, multilingualism
may lead to a rearrangement of brain areas related to language,
with greater reliance on the right hemisphere being noted in some
cases. Handedness may reflect additional changes in language loca-
tion. Ninety-five percent of right-handed people and 70 percent of
left-handed people have their main language areas in the left
frontal and parietal lobes, which is apparent in the physical asym-
metries between the two hemispheres. For example, the 5 percent
of right-handed people and 30 percent of left-handed people who
do not have their main language areas in the left frontal and pari-
etal lobes are split fairly evenly between those who have language
in the right hemisphere and those who have language symmetri-
cally divided between the hemispheres.43 To complicate matters, up
to half of all people born left-handed should really be right-handed
but, because of over- or under-stimulation during gestation, become
left-handed. (This occurs because the two hemispheres of the brain
develop at different rates during gestation. Over- or under-stimulation,
trauma, or other causes during certain times in pregnancy could
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cause a to-be righty to become a lefty.)44 This may explain why
some left-handed people have their language areas in the opposite
(right) hemisphere while others do not. Brains with left-hemisphere
dominance for languages look different from brains that are right-
hemisphere dominant. However, the brain changes. For example,
it was found that the left hemisphere in bilinguals was active during
both first- and second-language tests but that “greater cognitive
effort may be subserved by less well-tuned neural representations
that require greater neuronal activity.”45 Narly Golestani from the
Institute of Cognitive Neuroscience at the University College-
London and colleagues in France offer evidence that initial second-
language learning requires different parts of the brain than fluent
use of the language, “suggesting a functional reorganisation of
regions involved in syntactical production as a function of syntac-
tical proficiency.”46 The physical changes in the brain that accom-
pany experiences in the “average” brain are highlighted in
“special” brains.

Other research related to handedness and language suggests that
specific parts of the brain related to language47 are symmetrically
different in right- and left-handers and could be related to the
development of language: “These findings demonstrate that impor-
tant relationships exist between hand preference, and the anatomy
of posterior cortical language areas.”48 How does this impact you
and your foreign language quest? Well, in one way it makes us won-
der if these “special” brains approach literacy acquisition in a dif-
ferent way.Although studies in this area are relatively scarce, some
hypothesize that this could explain learning differences among chil-
dren, and further research may yield a better understanding of cog-
nitive preferences for language teaching methodologies.

In an interesting study of left- versus right-handed bilinguals,
Hernandez, Camacho-Rosales, Nieto, and Barroso found a correla-
tion between good and poor readers and handedness, suggesting a
link between where language is learned in the brain and success at
learning literacy in our traditionally formal education system.
Reading is centrally located in the “average” brain in the left hemi-
spheric fusiform cortex. Children found to be at a risk for develop-
ing reading problems at the end of kindergarten showed different
activation of “normal” reading areas. Other researchers found that
such children display markedly different activation profiles than
children who have by this stage already mastered important pre-
reading skills. This aberrant profile is characterized by the lack of
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engagement of areas normally involved in converting print into
sound and an increase in activation in the corresponding right-
hemisphere region.49 Does this point to a “mis-wiring” of the brain
for reading skills in children? Further research is needed, but par-
ents and teachers should be vigilant. Handedness may reflect a dif-
ferent hemisphere dominance for language, which in turn may
reflect cognitive preferences and a rejection of traditional reading
methods. It is intriguing to consider that teachers may some day
consider a child’s hand preference (as a reflection of hemisphere
dominance for language) before she determines the best teaching
strategy for a child.This may be closer to occurring than one might
first presume, because it is becoming increasingly easy to identify
hemispheric dominance without specialized brain imaging tools.
Though bordering on pseudo-science, take hair whorls and turning
preference for example.

Curiosities: Can Your Hair Tell You Something About Your
Brain?

A physically evident marker of hemisphere dominance for lan-
guage is found, strangely enough, outside the brain in the hair.
Jansen, Lohmann, Scharfe, Sehlmeyer, Deppe, and Knecht found
that “atypical anticlockwise hair-whorl direction has been related
to an increased probability for non–right-handedness and atypical
hemispheric language dominance.”50 Though far from obvious, but
literally visible to the naked eye, the authors of the study found
that “hair-whorl direction is a structural marker of lateralization
and could provide a readily observable anatomical clue to func-
tional brain lateralization.”51 Others in the field confirm an asso-
ciation between scalp hair-whorl direction and hemispheric
language dominance52 and base this on the fact that human hand-
edness and scalp hair-whorl direction “develop from a common
genetic mechanism.”53 Though probably not noted in most new-
borns’ checkups, the Journal of Advanced Pediatrics notes that
clockwise rotation (to the right) of hair whorls is in keeping with
right-sided dominance in humans as in right-handedness, right-
footedness, right ear preference, and right eye preference. It is
notable that 80 percent of individuals have right “hairness.” This
is somewhat correlated to the 89 to 91 percent of right-handed
people if we also factor in the 2–7 percent related to people who
use both hemispheres for language. I confess that I share this

136 Living Languages



information in part because my three kids have three different
combinations of total number and direction of hair whorls, which
correlate with the suggested conclusions about language hemi-
sphere dominance. Though anecdotal at best, this experience
encourages my belief that the more we learn about the brain and
languages the more we will find that many indicators are literally
within plain sight. Sometimes the answers to complex questions
are found right in front of our eyes.

Though initially sounding far-fetched, whether this finding
means that we may soon create differentiated learning plans based,
at least in part, on hair whorls is yet to be seen—but it is an
intriguing thought. Other physical markers that can be measured
without invasive tactics include turning preferences. It has been
found that right-handers preferred left-sided turning and left-
handers preferred right-sided turning. These same studies also
point to a link between handedness, hemispheric dopamine asym-
metries, and language. It is interesting to entertain the idea that by
simply observing which direction a person turns his head when
spontaneously asked to do so or observing a student’s hair, teach-
ers and parents may soon be able to determine language hemi-
sphere dominance in their pupils and, in these cases, trace speech
or reading differences. Far more studies need to be done in this
area before conclusions can be reached, however, and these
curiosities are shared with the reader only to illustrate new theo-
ries about influences on successful foreign language acquisition.We
will now summarize what is known with certainty about the brain
and languages.
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CONCLUSIONS

Language is a complex system involving a mélange of neurologi-
cal, psychological, sociological, pedagogical, and philosophical ele-
ments. We began by considering whether language was the key to
intelligence and suggested that, at a minimum, it is the primary dis-
tinguishing feature of humans as compared with other animals. We
then examined where language is found in the brain.We honed in on
first-language acquisition and the main areas of the brain responsi-
ble for the language functions, as well as the pedagogical implica-
tions for these distinct language areas.

Memory is the key to learning.We considered how different mem-
ory systems (emotional, procedural, and declarative) play distinct
roles in language acquisition.The physical parts of the brain related
to memory vary for at least four reasons. First, different aspects of
language (reading versus speaking, for example) are in different
parts of the brain, as are their sub-skills. Second, there is a differ-
ence between languages learned early in life versus late in life, the
brain treating all languages learned from birth as “first” languages.
Third, individual experiences shape memory structures. Good and
bad experiences have an impact on the ability of the brain to learn.
This includes high-stress environments as well as those that use pos-
itive emotional links to languages. Fourth, the brain is an efficient
taskmaster; as we get better at a task, we use less or different areas
of our brain to process language. After tracing first-language acqui-
sition processes, we turned to second, third, and subsequent lan-
guages and highlighted the similarities and differences between
them.

The information about multilingual brains to date indicates four
main findings. First, multilinguals use more areas of the brain than
monolinguals.54 Having said this, there is no confirmed pattern of
brain changes, and in fact the studies to date point to “uninter-
pretable contradictory results.”55 However there is confirmation of
greater brain use (as in the enlarged corpus callosum) as well as
greater right hemisphere stimulation in multilinguals than in mono-
linguals.56 Second, studies of multilingual brains mirror studies of
monolingual brains in that they confirm that there are no two brains
alike and that even where patterns are found, exceptions exist,
which cautions us against overgeneralizations about results. Third, a
myriad of factors, including gender, genetics, language typologies,
age of acquisition, and length of time in the second or subsequent
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language, impact not only the degree of fluency but also the location
in the brain.To highlight the complexities of the brain, we ended by
discussing peculiarities of individuals who do not process language
in the same areas of the brain as “average” people, people who are
identified by their handedness, and the implications this has for
teaching and learning foreign languages.

Knowledge about the human brain and language remains at a
young stage of development. The little information we have about
multilingual brains indicates greater overall use and increased com-
plexity as compared with monolingual brains, though most other
comparative aspects are a mystery. One thing recent brain studies do
assure us of however, is that the human brain is designed for the
multilingual challenge. How can we take advantage of this new
knowledge about the brain? We turn to this as we consider the role
of the family, community, and school in maximizing each person’s
potential with languages in the next chapter.
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7

Putting It All Together: 
How This Information Shows

Us How to Reach the Potential
of Every Multilingual

SPHERES OF INFLUENCE

There are different spheres of influence in an individual’s life. Some
things can be changed or impacted by what we do or choose to give
our time to; other things are more complex. For example, although
global warming is a concern, worrying about melting ice caps can be
frustrating, and this type of worry is not as helpful as thinking about
what we can do personally, such as driving cars less, changing to
lower energy consumption light bulbs, or producing less waste. In a
similar vein, there are spheres of influence in language acquisition.
By using our energy to make realistic changes we are not only more
effective individually but also increase our collective impact.As par-
ents, there are certain things we can do, and as teachers or school
administrators there are others; as members of a community, there
are still others. Recognizing these roles and how to maximize the
potential of each gives us a better sense of control over our actions
and makes living languages an easier process.

Individuals, parents, school, and community all play distinct
roles in successful foreign language acquisition. This is true
whether the learner is a newborn or a seventy-year-old. How indi-
viduals manage their experiences, the support they receive from
family, the guidance they receive from prepared teachers, and the
reaction from the community to their language abilities all influ-
ence the ultimate success they find with languages. In this chapter
we will look at each of these individual roles so we can maximize



the potential of all persons to reach their language goals. How-
ever, as Raising Multilingual Children was devoted to the role
parents play in language acquisition. For this reason we will only
briefly comment here on the family role in child language devel-
opment, whereas we will take a more detailed look at the school
and community.

It is easy to see how having the right recipe of factors increases
our chances of being successful multilinguals. When individuals
have the right balance of motivation, strategy, consistency, and
opportunity, they will be able to piece together a winning combi-
nation for language learning, especially if they can take advantage
of the similarities between them or unique opportunities they have
for use. For example, a student may use siblings for increased prac-
tice in languages. This implies that success lies at least partially in
finding each person’s source of motivation, designing and main-
taining a consistent strategy, and creating opportunities for lan-
guage use. Some experts have determined that of these factors,
motivation and interaction with the target language are two of the
most volatile, because a person’s family, friends, school, and com-
munity can easily influence them. Human beings spend time in
social contexts. Language quality and success are deeply influenced
by the people that surround the learner. The team made up of par-
ents, community, and teachers is the foundation upon which a
child’s language support system rests. The balance and quality of
this input is important in being successful with languages. Each
family situation forges different relationships within the community
and the school.

For example, a new Vietnamese immigrant in Los Angeles who
sends his children to the local English public school will probably
form a different role for himself within his neighborhood and
within the school community than will a newly arrived French
diplomat who arrives in Peru and sends his children to the interna-
tional school.The role of parents and the family’s place in the com-
munity in both cases are extremely important as they relate to the
outcome of their children’s language experience. Some essential
elements of language, such as metalinguistic skills, depend on the
individual alone. However, other people in the learner’s life influ-
ence most other elements to some degree. In children’s cases, par-
ents and caregivers are the architects of their children’s successful
language structure.
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FAMILY MEMBER INFLUENCE ON LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

Student achievement is influenced by parental involvement. That
is, the more time and energy mom and dad show related to their
child’s schooling, the better the child performs. In fact, Edith Hard-
ing-Esch, co-author of the classic book The Bilingual Family Hand-
book, points out that bilingual parents who are most successful are
those who simply pay more attention to good parenting skills in gen-
eral.1 It seems that when parents start families knowing they will be
adding on the challenge of additional languages, they also start to
pay more attention to other aspects of parenting. For example, when
dad agrees to use his native language with his children, even though
it’s different from the community language and the language he
speaks with his wife, he has to be very conscious of his communica-
tion skills. This in turn makes him more conscious of other aspects
of his relationship with his children. He thinks more not only about
how he uses language with his children but also about when and in
what contexts. Perhaps he becomes more concerned about doing
different activities with the children as he realizes he typically only
talks about soccer and homework, and he knows that as he broad-
ens his language use with the children they will benefit not only lin-
guistically but also as social beings.

Many authors in recent literature have emphasized the impor-
tance of the child’s native language. If a child has a good vocabulary,
proper syntax, and good grammatical expression in the first lan-
guage, then there is a strong possibility of doing well in second and
subsequent languages. Success in languages can be deeply influ-
enced by a child’s home surroundings and the interest parents take
in guiding the child in the early years. Challenging children to use
ever more sophisticated words as they express themselves, insisting
on dinnertime conversations instead of passive television watching,
and subtle corrections about proper language use are all appropriate
parental roles. However, children also spend a great deal of time
outside of the home.Although parents are their child’s first teachers,
this slowly gives way to the time children spend in the community
and within school. The role of other family members can also be
determining factors in language success.

British researchers Williams and Gregory determined that siblings
and grandparents could also be used to bridge literacy gaps in multi-
lingual contexts.These researchers found that in multilingual London
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communities, language development, including reading activities,
was stimulated through interactions with family members other than
parents. For example, when observing how multilingual siblings play,
they found “older siblings reflect[ed] the values of both community
and school as they blended practices from each domain in their play
with their younger brothers and sisters.”2 This means that school and
community values are learned by the immigrant family’s older child
and brought home, thus easing the younger sibling’s entrance into
school in the community language. These same researchers also
noted how multigenerational immigrant families help maintain native
language fluency and support emergent literacy skills in school by
strengthening the home language. Non-immigrant multilingual fami-
lies, such as expatriate workers, diplomats, missionaries, or military
families, can also benefit from similar support.

For example, let’s assume Ana’s Norwegian family is moved over-
seas to Senegal to work with her petroleum company.This is a huge
career move for Ana and her two daughters, ages eight and ten years
old. All three family members are excited but also have concerns
related to school and their new community.The two girls attended a
regular public school in Norway, which teaches English starting in
fifth grade, and the oldest just started English this year. When they
move to Senegal, the kids will enroll in the Dakar International
School, which follows an enriched American curriculum and teaches
French starting in middle school. French will be a new language for
Ana’s children. Ana is a single mom and will be bringing a Norwe-
gian nanny with her as she often works long hours, and the com-
pany pays for this service. Ana is concerned about the children
integrating well and worries that her youngest only speaks Norwe-
gian. Although this case sounds different from the immigrant fami-
lies in London described previously, this family can apply many of
the same strategies. For example, the nanny could be instructed to
maintain the native Norwegian in the home and give support in Eng-
lish to the girls as they do their homework. This would serve two
purposes, both giving the girls academic support in their school lan-
guage and allowing the children to reintegrate into the Norwegian
school system upon their return. (To be consistent, however, it is
important that, if the nanny will be using both Norwegian and Eng-
lish, there is a strategy for use; that is, English is only used during
homework time, or Norwegian is restricted to storytime, etc.) The
older child’s experiences starting French can create a support system
for the younger sibling, easing the younger child’s move into an
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abrupt third language structure, while also giving the older sister
confidence in her own emerging French skills. Ana can be support-
ive of both her daughters by inviting new friends to the house to
play in either English or French to create a larger number of oppor-
tunities for practice as well as for social integration.All members of
the family have a role to play. A benefit that Ana will enjoy is that
she is arriving as an expat worker, highly educated herself and a
speaker of two high-status languages, English and Norwegian. Other
families may not be so lucky, however.

One reason that parent-teacher and parent-community relations
are fragile is that power relationships vary depending on the status
afforded the language. People who have high-status languages (such
as the French diplomat in the Peruvian community or the Norwe-
gian expat worker in Senegal) are received differently by the school
community than those who speak low status languages (such as the
Vietnamese immigrant in the American community). There are a
variety of reasons for this, including the expectations that schools
have of parents and the availability of resources. According to
Lopez, Scribner, and Mahitivanichacha, there are multiple and sys-
tematic barriers to minority language parental involvement, which
include immigrant moms and dads working more than one job to
meet family needs, limited communication skills in the school lan-
guage, and lack of resources to fund extracurricular activities to
extend school experiences beyond the classroom. Additionally, par-
ents with poor school language skills (such as the immigrant Viet-
namese mother who knows little or no English), who may also have
only a few years of basic education themselves, may find it very dif-
ficult to manage basic communication, let alone help their children
with their homework. “The perception that parents are either
unwilling or unable to support their children’s educational achieve-
ment is particularly strong when there are unequal peer relation-
ships between teachers and staff on the one hand and minority
students and their parents on the other.”3 All of this contributes to
problems with the parents’ ability to support their child’s education,
including their multilingualism. Solutions to this dilemma can be
found either through parent initiatives or through the school
attempts at integration. Parents who accept that they are expected to
become involved often approach the school when they are con-
cerned or need extra help. However, this is a typically Western
approach to education, and many other cultures feel that parents
who take initiative in the school context are either rude or crossing
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the boundaries in terms of responsibilities. This means that some
parents often wait for the schools to take the initiative and invite
their participation. Many schools fail to consider this cultural differ-
ence, and as a result of unclear expectations, the school sees unin-
volved parents, and the parents see the school as uninviting. There
are schools, however, that manage this situation successfully. Recent
research has documented just why some schools with high minority
language populations find success where others fail.

THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY

Our children’s schools are instrumental in aiding their success in
multiple languages. In this section we will talk about children’s edu-
cation on four levels, from at the “top” to “down” in the trenches:
policy decisions, the curriculum design, teacher training, and specific
classroom activities.

In 2006, the National Literacy Panel on Language Minority Chil-
dren and Youth offered general policy suggestions on multilingual-
ism.We will review these general recommendations and then turn to
some specific curriculum recommendations. We will follow with
information about successful teacher training programs in multilin-
gual schools, and finish up with some ideas about specific tools
teachers can use in their classrooms to help their students reach
their full potential as multilinguals.

Educational Policies on Multilingualism

In 2006, August and Shananhan were charged to assess the state
of education for minority-language students and to make recom-
mendations for U.S. public schools.4 The six major findings of their
report are listed here with my own interpretation of their implica-
tions for policy and teaching: 

1. The components of reading, covered in the U.S. National
Reading Panel recommendations (2000), are also helpful to
second-language learners. The components of phonemic
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and text comprehen-
sion should be priorities for language minorities as well as
monolinguals.

2. Although emphasis on reading is good and necessary, more
emphasis should be placed on oral skills, which are, at this
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time, overlooked. Good oral skills have a greater impact on
self-esteem and social acceptability than previously believed.
Explicit instruction in oral skills needs to be improved in Eng-
lish language learners.When a child has low self-esteem in the
target language, this can lead to a negative impact on the
development of sophisticated language skills, such as reading
and writing.

3. Oral proficiency in English and oral and written skills in the
native language are crucial to second-language success. Par-
ents should be encouraged to strengthen their home language
skills; this is the primary building block upon which a second
language can be constructed. Although mother-tongue profi-
ciency is stressed at home, schools should create activities that
require a high level of oral English skills.

4. Individual differences contribute significantly to English lan-
guage literacy development. Differentiated teaching methods
are the key to supporting children from minority language
backgrounds. Not all Latinos have the same language chal-
lenges, for example, just as generalizations about other minor-
ity language groups can be misleading. There is no single
one-size-fits-all solution to foreign language methodology.
Teachers need to know their students well if they are to meet
their needs.

5. Most assessment tools used today are inefficient in gauging
learner deficiencies/strengths and weaknesses. Because
teachers do not often understand their students’ weaknesses,
they are inefficient in devising activities that respond to true
learner needs. Teachers need to learn to apply different types
of assessments to different students at different stages of their
language development.

6. There is surprisingly little research on how home environ-
ments impact literacy, though what is available points to the
importance of the school-home alliance in helping emerging
readers. When a child learns a new language in the school set-
ting, the child’s family and community play a key role in
securing the success of that endeavor. Schools must take the
initiative of getting parents to participate constructively in
their child’s education.

These six general recommendations are reflective of conceptual
frameworks of differentiated learning, best practice in multilingual
classrooms, assessment tools, curriculum and syllabi structures,
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recommended methodologies, teaching and learning strategies,
classroom activities, and the roles of teachers, families, and com-
munities in foreign language learning.We will now explore each of
these important pieces of the puzzle of foreign language learning.

Multilingual Curriculum Structures That Work

After visiting schools in Europe and watching first-grade French
children move effortlessly in and out of French, English, and Span-
ish, Elizabeth Clayton, an American teacher, came back with a
determination to improve the quality of foreign language instruction
in the United States. After collecting data from 19 different coun-
tries around the world, including Clayton’s observations, the Center
for Applied Linguistics determined that successful language pro-
grams shared several common factors. First, successful multilingual
programs start foreign language instruction early, normally in ele-
mentary school. Second, successful multilingual programs teach
through coherent, well-articulated frameworks and are careful to
scaffold their learning in a developmental style.Third, the successful
multilingual schools typically enjoy strong leadership and have
enthusiastic backing from key stakeholders. Fourth, successful mul-
tilingual programs teach languages as core subjects (unlike the
American tendency to make foreign languages electives). Fifth, suc-
cessful multilingual school teachers receive rigorous preparation and
are trained to manage students from different language back-
grounds. They also make language a priority, giving it equal status
with prestigious courses such as math, physics, and core language.
Sixth, good multilingual programs creatively use technology in the
classroom to increase interaction with native language speakers.
Seventh, successful multilingual schools offered support for heritage
language, or the child’s mother tongue. The importance of these
observations is that they are based on a wide variety of school sys-
tems around the world. Such international recommendations could
help shape a new U.S. multilingual policy.

In the U.S. context, other excellent observations come from Col-
lier and Thomas, who note that the successful multilingual program
design includes many different elements, some of which echo the
National Literacy Panel report.Thirteen of Collier and Thomas’ rec-
ommendations are noted in italics and elaborated upon as follows.

1. Successful multilingual programs provide ongoing assessment
using multiple measures. Not all students can or should be
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evaluated on the same scale. Carol Ann Tomlinson, author of
The Differentiated Classroom: Responding to the Needs of all
Learners, notes that this is true in any differentiated classroom
and especially so for limited language proficient (LLP) stu-
dents. When evaluation methods are differentiated, teachers
are more likely to pinpoint problems with more precision.
There is nothing more frustrating in a student’s life than to be
told they are poor at math, for example, when they are really
challenged by math in English (or Spanish or German or any
other language). By using a variety of measures, teachers can
confirm their assessments.

2. In successful multilingual programs, there is integrated school-
ing (all language learners together). Thomas and Collier’s
research has determined that students are more successful
when they are in the mainstream classroom and not pulled out
for instruction. Keeping all learners together prevents language-
deficient students from missing out on classroom content,
encourages learning from peers, and speeds up the main-
streaming process. Although others disagree with this
approach and staunchly defend pullout ESL programs,Thomas
and Collier’s research is compelling and some of the most con-
vincing in the field.

3. Successful multilingual programs have high expectations by
teachers of their students. Students are known to rise to the
occasion, as well as bend to it. For example, Proctor found
that when students were told the teacher believed in them and
their abilities, they achieved higher than when the teacher
told them they were probably not going to do well in class.
Teachers must realize that their perceived beliefs about stu-
dents impact their learning. No matter what the students
come into the classroom believing their teachers think about
them, teacher expectations alter student levels of self-esteem
and motivation for the course material.

4. Successful multilingual programs have equal status of lan-
guages. Schools that demonstrate a value for all the cultural
heritages represented by their student body place all their
respective languages on equal ground. By celebrating the eth-
nic diversity in the school setting and eliminating the percep-
tion of “high” and “low” status languages, the learning
environment is more healthy, democratic, and accepting.

5. Successful multilingual programs have healthy parent
involvement. By bringing parents into the school in positive
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ways (through celebrations, festivals, open house invitations,
and opportunities to come into the classroom and share),
schools can manage healthy parent involvement. This curtails
problems of miscommunication, encourages positive family
support, and stems any negative flair-ups.

6. Successful multilingual programs offer continuous staff devel-
opment. Teacher training is invaluable in “helping teachers
and staff to utilize the home languages and cultures of the stu-
dents as resources,” say researchers Rachel Grant and Shelly
Wong. It also provides a space for seasoned teachers to share
and for new teachers to learn about modern pedagogical
methods related to limited language proficient students. Like
all branches of pedagogy, the field of language teaching and
learning has changed significantly over the past years, and
teaching methodologies need to keep pace.

7. In successful language programs, foreign languages are taught
through academic content. Programs that use the target lan-
guage as a medium for regular subject instruction are more
successful because they create authentic learning experiences,
give context to vocabulary, and model correct use of concepts.

8. Successful multilingual programs ensure critical thinking
across the language program. Critical thinking activities give
students opportunities to interpret, analyze, evaluate, infer,
explain, and self-regulate their learning activities, all of which
enhance understanding and true learning.

9. Successful multilingual programs activate students’ prior
knowledge. One of the best ways to get information into our
memories is by linking new information to something we
already know. For example, when new concepts can be con-
nected to a student’s past experiences, then the new learning
is easier to recall in the future.

10. Successful multilingual programs show respect for students’
home language and culture. Demonstrating respect for the
home language and culture go a long way in elevating the sta-
tus of all languages to the same level. This values mother-
tongue proficiency, which increases the probability of success
with additional languages, brings families into the learning
environment fold, and gives students pride in their heritages.
“Teachers and educators can do a great deal to help children
develop pride in their heritage—and in themselves—and to
help them learn quickly and fully. . . . In bilingual education,
culture is reinforced as a valuable asset.”5
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11. Successful multilingual programs utilize cooperative learning.
Classroom environments that encourage peers to assist one
another are not only conducting best practice in teaching
methodologies, they are also creating opportunities for
authentic language use. The best way to learn anything is to
teach it, says learning specialist and brain expert David Sousa.
It is also well known that in imbalanced pairs (in which one
student has a lot of knowledge and the other very little), even
though both students gain, the student who actually gains the
most out of such a peer teaching experience is the better-
prepared student. As the more prepared student is teaching,
he or she is also consolidating prior knowledge.

12. Successful multilingual programs encourage interactive and
discovery learning. “Uncoverage” is a term coined by cur-
riculum experts Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe.They say that
students have to experience in order to discover information
on their own. Students do not learn by memorizing lists of
words, but rather they learn by creating their own knowledge.
Languages need to be experienced, not memorized.

13. Successful multilingual classrooms have intense and mean-
ingful cognitive/academic development. The thirteen “best
practice” elements of successful learning experiences noted
by authors Zemelman, Daniels, and Hyde are those that are
student-centered, experiential, holistic, authentic, expressive,
reflective, social, collaborative, democratic, cognitive, develop-
mental, constructivist, and challenging.When teachers ensure
that their in-class activities employ several or all of these ele-
ments, they are devising intense and meaningful experiences
that lead to both personal as well as academic growth.

In the United States it has come to light that English-only settings
are not as successful as bilingual programs that allow limited and
guided use of non-English languages in school (where students are
allowed to translate for one another). However, neither bilingual nor
English-only schools are as good as dual-immersion programs when
it comes to learning English in the U.S. school system. This is espe-
cially evident when it comes to native-language instruction in read-
ing, which has an edge over using English-only methods. Dual
immersion programs create a curriculum structure in which all parties—
both minority as well as majority language learners—participate in a
language learning process.Although some studies have shown incon-
clusive results, the majority agrees that dual-immersion, or two-way

Putting It All Together 151



bilingual programs, are more effective than ESL pullout, ESL shel-
tered, or total immersion programs. Several experts in the field
(including Christian, Montone, Lindholm, and Carranza; Cloud,
Genesee, and Hamayan; White Soltero; and Nieto) argue in favor of
dual-language programs. Others, including heavyweights Cummins,
and Thomas and Collier, have documented dual immersion’s increas-
ing popularity in the United States.This rides on the tail of new find-
ings that show second language study in the United States has
generally not promoted high levels of proficiency. Traditional ESL
programs that stress a rapid transition into English-only classrooms
“have proven to be detrimental and ineffective for their academic
and linguistic attainment.”6 Dual immersion has proven to be the
most effective structure because all learners are second language
learners, mutual respect of the learning process is cultivated, a high
level of acceptance for cultural differences is encouraged, and the
time devoted to the language learning process is optimized. In light
of these benefits, let’s look closer at the dual-immersion structure.

Dual-Immersion Programs

In the United States, four decades of less-than-adequate education
utilizing pure bilingual education, in-class and pullout, and early and
late exit have not offered a track record worthy of a great nation of
immigrants. If closing the achievement gap between minority lan-
guage users and the dominant community is the goal, and if we hope
to encourage all our students to learn a second language to increase
their life prospects, transitional bilingual programs and English-only
programs should give way to dual-immersion programs. Dual immer-
sion is accelerated instruction in two languages, which works when
education is conducted in meaningful contexts, at an age-appropriate
level. “Of course, this approach can work only with competent,
inventive teachers in schools with strong leadership, and it ordinarily
should start in the early grades.”7 This means that although it may be
the best program available, it is not an option for all schools because
of the make-up of their student bodies.

In their research of the Houston Independent School District,
Thomas and Collier found that lower-income English learners who
received five years of dual-language schooling reached the fifty-first
percentile on a nationally normed test in English. This method was
compared with students in a bilingual program, who scored in just
the thirty-fourth percentile after the same amount of time. Further
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research in twenty-three school districts in fifteen states, and an
analysis of over two million student records, “show that dual-language
programs can close the achievement gap for English learners and
provide a superior education for native English speakers.”8 Dual
immersion is a win-win situation. Such a program not only ensures
“that language-minority children interact from the start of their
schooling with classmates who are proficient in English, but it gives
middle-class parents with a strong orientation to education a good
reason to have their children in a school with immigrant children—
a school they might otherwise avoid.”9

Dual immersion also responds to the tragedy of “tongue-tied”
Americans who are denied the right to speak their own language
daily. Otto Santa Ana wrote Tongue-Tied in 2004 to draw attention
to “the unspoken issue that silences Americans” and draws attention
to the potential vulnerability of multilingual children if teachers do
not take the time to treat them as individuals. A negative conse-
quence of failing to differentiate, argues Santa Ana, is that minority
language learners may sense “rage, regret, and resistance” toward
their communities, resulting in higher drop-out rates, a loss of cul-
tural identity, and a disassociation with the majority culture. Santa
Ana stresses that it is every educator’s responsibility to try to break
the silence of these minority-language speakers. Dual immersion
could be an answer. Barlow reports that “each day millions of Amer-
icans are denied their right to speak in their own words. Social insti-
tutions and empowered individuals coolly go about their day
proscribing a large portion of our society from speaking their
mind.”10 Benefits of dual immersion are seen across the board. In
their Houston study in 2000, Thomas and Collier found reciprocal
benefits as well. English learners benefit, and “English speakers,
including African American students, not only scored higher than
their monolingually educated peers, but they also acquired a second
language for their lifelong use.”11

The successful characteristics of dual-immersion programs,
according to Thomas and Collier, include criteria often hard to com-
ply with, however. They write that a minimum of six years of bilin-
gual instruction; a focus on the core academic curriculum rather
than a watered-down version; high quality language arts instructions
in both languages integrated into thematic units; separation of the
two languages for instruction (no translation and no repeated les-
sons in the other language); use of the non-English language for at
least 50 percent of the instructional time and as much as 90 percent
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in the early grades; an additive (that is, adding a new language) bilin-
gual environment that has full support of school administrators,
teachers, and parents; promotion of positive interdependence
among peers and between teachers and students; high quality
instruction personnel, proficiency in the language of instruction; and
active parent-school partnerships, are necessary for such a program
to work.12

Dual-immersion programs mean that there is a great deal of peer
tutoring going on which increase the interest that students have for
the curriculum.There is also evidence that two-way bilingual educa-
tion programs may help at-risk students. Maria Lopez and Abbas
Tashakkori note, “Children with limited English proficiency are
known to be at higher risk of school failure than their peers. Risk
starts early, and the achievement lag of these children often widens
with age and progression in the educational system.”13 Their study
showed that early kindergarten intervention with at-risk students
through two-way bilingual programs closed the achievement gap
and that at the end of first grade, “no statistically significant differ-
ences were found” between the regular English competence stu-
dents: “Thus, the two-way bilingual program [dual immersion]
seems to have broken the aforementioned pattern of academic fail-
ure” typical of at-risk students.14 Whether your school has dual
immersion or another structure, there are other non-curriculum
decisions that also impact foreign language learning, to which we
now turn.

Administrative Decisions

This section will look at some choices by school administrators
that shape multilingual communities. Rachel Grant and Shelly Wong
offer seven core recommendations for administrators in multilingual
schools,15 which are in italics and are elaborated upon here.

Conduct linguistic and ethnic audits of children and parents.
Schools that take the time to understand which languages are pres-
ent in their school can make great headway in curtailing problems.
Understanding students’ ethnic backgrounds also helps teachers
perceive family needs with more accuracy and prepares teachers in
a way that develops the school community to its fullest potential.
When administrators know which languages are present, they can, if
desired, hire support staff in the target languages. If budget restraints
are a problem, then hiring non-teaching staff, such as secretaries and



grounds staff, who can serve a double role as translators on call can
be of great help.

Hire with priority given to the most commonly spoken languages.
While controversial and in some states illegal, Grant and Wong are
adamant that enhancing the linguistic balance in favor of language
minority students will change the school environment. This means
that when hiring for any position, efforts are made to contract
minority language speakers who are representative of the school
make-up.

Recruit parent liaisons. Parent liaisons with minority language
skills can help translate for minority language students and their
families, which will help integrate them into the school fabric.

Conduct professional development to examine notably culture-
deficient models. Some schools are guilty of assimilationist, English-
only attitudes. Reminders of the benefits of multilingualism through
professional development sessions can help teachers be conscious of
every student’s potential to succeed in the system. This leadership
move is meant to place all languages on the same level, though it is
the most philosophical of the recommendations.

Translate all official letters. While this is time consuming and
costly, most schools will realize that this helps ensure that commu-
nication with all parents is clear. Is the cost–benefit ratio favorable?
Each school will have to gauge this for itself.

Purchase multilingual materials for the library, such as CDs,
DVDs, audiotapes, videos, reference materials, and textbooks in the
languages children speak. Investing in multilingual media shows
respect for children’s native languages and provides them with
mother-tongue support.

Establish a “triage” plan and other frameworks that allow teach-
ers to efficiently identify the problems that typically face multilin-
gual schools working with minority language students and parents.
By planning definitive “if-then” scenarios, teachers can respond to
challenging situations with confidence.

These seven recommendations are good food for thought, though
each school may choose to apply them to different degrees. “Lead-
ership from the top must promote linguistic diversity,”16 and it
requires a good recruiting plan in which minority languages are rep-
resented in the staff make-up. Schools that are successful in involv-
ing positive parent involvement in multilingual communities are
those that demonstrate “an unwavering commitment to meeting the
multiple needs of the migrant families on a daily and ongoing basis,”
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and create culturally sensitive models of school structures.17 Suc-
cessful administrators envision this as “integrating all school staff
(teachers, office personnel, cafeteria and maintenance support)
within the school and across the school system and the community
to work with language minority students and their parents to sup-
port student success.”18 Ongoing training is also seen as an integral
part of cultivating respect and use of languages in the school setting.

The role of school should be examined on two different levels for
clarity. First, school administration decisions should include how
schools design the curriculum to integrate languages into their sys-
tem. Second, hiring and training of teachers is probably the single
greatest influencing factor in learning a foreign language in school
settings. Other recommendations are also worth considering, though
all may not be possible due to financial or calendar constraints. For
example, supplemental classes to strengthen mother-tongue profi-
ciency create links to the home culture, demonstrate cultural
respect, and encourage faster integration into regular classroom
structures. I witnessed a very successful, low-cost initiative in the
Collège du Léman in Geneva recently, for example. The school is
close to the United Nations in Geneva and, as a result, enrolls stu-
dents from dozens of language backgrounds.The administration was
concerned that many families appeared to want their children to
integrate quickly and discouraged home language use as a result,
forcing their children into full-immersion French–English bilingual
education. For example, a child from Kuwait was encouraged not to
use Arabic by his parents because they thought he should spend all
of his time in French or English in order to “fit in” faster. This atti-
tude often leaves the home language without any support. Parents
began to acknowledge that children were losing their home lan-
guage in favor of English and French. The administration was con-
cerned about finding a way to encourage mother-tongue fluency
because they recognized this was the building block upon which
their students would be able to build new language structures in the
school languages. In a creative solution, the parents organized them-
selves and offered before- and after-school reading time in various
native languages (Arabic, Spanish, Chinese, etc.). The school pro-
vided the parents with the physical setting, and teachers helped
spread the word of the service. Parents simply volunteered to read
to children once or twice weekly in their native language. This ini-
tiative celebrated the ethnic diversity of the student body, showed a
value and respect for the various community languages, united a
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very diverse group of people under a single cause, and met the pri-
mary goal of stimulating better academic achievement through
mother-tongue solidification.

Another proactive measure that school administrators can take is
organizing or expanding teacher-training sessions. Research shows
undeniable benefits for student learning when schools can count on
knowledgeable teachers who understand the students’ home envi-
ronments.Teachers can gain this through group workshop sessions as
well as through peer guidance. For example, teachers can be
instructed of the typical pitfalls native speakers of certain languages
will encounter in English. If teachers know that their native-Spanish-
speaking students will be challenged by the English gerund form
(-ing), they can be better prepared to both recognize the problem
and to remedy it.The key to successful in-service sessions, however,
lies in identifying teacher needs. I have often seen schools contract
outside workshop facilitators simply to fill in the “in-service” day
blank without really taking into consideration what the teachers
themselves needed to work in multilingual environments. By audit-
ing teachers on their own perceived pedagogical needs, administra-
tors can be better prepared to organize sessions that will truly fill
voids in teaching skills sets. For example, a group of teachers may
feel they are lacking ideas about classroom activities that take
advantage of peer teaching structures. Others may not be so
advanced in their preparation and unable to understand why every-
one just can’t speak English and get on with schooling, calling for a
more basic workshop on the challenges that face foreign-language
learners. Still others may believe that they would be better served
by learning more about how to distinguish special needs for normal
foreign-language acquisition blocks. Each of these topics is legiti-
mate and is generated by the end-users themselves (the teachers in
this case), which means the information will most likely not only be
learned but also used.We will now take a look at the most effective
ways teacher formation occurs in multilingual environments.

TEACHER TRAINING IN MULTILINGUAL ENVIRONMENTS

One of the most influential books about the general concepts of
learning came from the U.S. National Research Council Commit-
tee on Learning Research and Educational Practice, and was writ-
ten by John Bransford, Ann Brown, and Rodney Cocking. How
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People Learn highlights three keys to effective learning, which
excellent teachers execute almost as if by instinct, and which aver-
age teachers can be taught. Although these concepts are useful in
teaching all subjects, we will review them as they apply to teach-
ing languages.

First, people learn best when new information is related to what
is already known. By engaging prior knowledge and understanding,
people can link new ideas to those that are already known and
accepted. This implies that it is easier for me to teach you how to
subtract if you already know how to add. As a teacher, if I know
how to help link the two concepts in your mind then I have accessed
your prior knowledge, which facilitates your learning. For example,
teachers who know that a Spanish speaker who begins to learn
French can use already existing basic grammatical understanding
and transfer this to the new language are more successful than
teachers who are unaware of this.Teachers who know how to access
a student’s prior knowledge are more efficient.

Second, people need to integrate conceptual frameworks with fac-
tual knowledge in order to learn efficiently. It is far more effective
to get people to use language to create a meaningful dialogue than
to memorize lists of verbs, for example. This is a huge argument in
favor of teaching language through content subjects. By learning
new vocabulary and literary concepts in a literature class (or bio-
logical concepts in biology or art concepts in art class), children are
far more likely to understand the conceptual frameworks of the
topic and to use to the new language in the correct way.

Third, people like to feel in control of their learning experiences.
A certain level of autonomy or choice spurs on successful learning
encounters. For example, asking second grade children if they would
like to read the left side of the page or the right (or sit quietly and
let the teacher read) lets children exercise autonomy.Telling middle
school students they can go to the library and pick any book in a
certain genre gives them a level of freedom and forces an under-
standing about the genre that they would not gain if the professor
assigned a book. Likewise, telling high school students they can
choose any five of the twenty questions about the chapter they want
to answer instead of telling them exactly which ones demands a
greater analysis of the problem set. Similarly, letting students choose
whether they turn in a handwritten draft of their short stories on
Monday or a typed draft by Friday also gives them a level of control
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over their work and encourages them to weigh options. By setting
clear but flexible parameters to assignments, teachers help students
“own” their work by distinguishing it in certain ways from the kid
next door.This also means giving students some level of control over
what, how, or when they learn certain skills. By using these three
basic concepts in daily encounters, teachers in multilingual class-
rooms can be assured that they are creating authentic learning expe-
riences significant for their students. This leads to the personalized
nature of teaching.

Who Is Responsible for Student Learning?

Making students feel good about themselves and how they
approach their learning tasks is one of the most challenging and
controversial aspects of multilingual teaching. Some teachers believe
that it is their job to deliver information—period. If the student
chooses to learn, fine, but it is not the teacher’s responsibility. In the
end, learning is the student’s job. This view is being challenged by
modern pedagogy. How teachers perceive themselves, how students
perceive the teacher, and how students feel about themselves as a
result all impact student learning in the end. With this in mind,
teachers need to be aware that every interaction, good or bad,
impacts the quality of student learning.

Emotions play a large role in how long it takes an individual to
become fluent in a new language. As we saw in Chapter 4, good
learning environments can speed up the learning process and
improve the quality of the experience. This is of vital importance
when the learner may not have a choice of what language he or she
is expected to learn. We cannot control whether that language is
similar or different structurally from the learner’s native language,
but we can impact the emotional environment within which the
language is learned. In schools, teachers also have a great deal of
influence over the emotions attached to languages. In the United
States, “by welcoming a student’s home language into the class-
room, schools actively engage English language learners in liter-
acy.”19 A teacher who celebrates a class’s diversity rather than
shunning it is more apt to meet with success. Feeling safe is the first
step in developing sufficient confidence to explore new knowledge,
and it is the teacher’s role to structure this secure learning environ-
ment. Unfortunately, many teachers are unaware of how much this
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influences students’ learning. For example, a negative learning envi-
ronment is one in which participants sense anger, fear, sadness, or
disgust. These feelings can be triggered by a myriad of sources—
subject difficulty level, peer relationships, home problems, and
especially perceptions of the teacher’s feelings towards the students—
and it is the teacher’s job to monitor the pulse of the class. Teach-
ers need to keep their sights on creating optimal positive learning
environments in which the participants sense joy, pleasant surprise,
curiosity, and acceptance.

The role of qualified teachers is the single greatest factor influ-
encing language-learning success, say educational researchers
Marzano and colleagues. Great teachers produce great students.
However, not all teachers are born great; some work hard to get that
way. Students who don’t believe their teachers are competent do not
believe they will learn from them. Teachers must remember that
when they doubt their own abilities, they also lose the confidence of
their students. This reminds me of a great line in the movie, Mona
Lisa Smile, in which a new teacher is coached by an experienced
one. The veteran tells the new teacher something to the effect that
“students smell fear.” This can put teachers at a great disadvantage
when they are meant to be the authority figure.When this happens,
teachers need the support of good administrators to get the right
training.To reinforce this point, let me mention a study.Author Mal-
colm Gladwell reports a correlation between what students think of
their new teacher just minutes after they begin a course and their
formal evaluations of the same teacher after an entire semester
together. It takes only a few minutes for an opinion to be formed
about a teacher’s own self-confidence in his or her abilities. Luckily,
opinions can change when student perceptions of teacher prepared-
ness change. Several researchers have clearly documented that what
teachers think about their own skills affects the learning of their stu-
dents.20 Additionally, what students think their teachers think about
them also impacts their learning.That is, a student who thinks his or
her teacher believes he or she is a “loser” or an “idiot” will never
produce brilliant work, just as a mediocre student who senses the
teacher’s confidence and high expectations will rise to the occasion.
This does not mean teachers should tell all their students they
believe they are “A” material (unless they mean it), but it does give
us reason to promise them all they have the potential to grow and
learn. Such perceptions directly impact a student’s motivation level
about school.
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What Motivates Students to Learn?

Studies show that several things influence students’ motivation to
attend class, most of all teachers’ own enthusiasm for the subject
matter.Ann Barnes of the University of Warwick in the United King-
dom says one of the best indicators of new teachers who will find
success are those who have an innate motivation and passion for
their work.21 According to Edmund Sass, the eight most influential
factors that motivate students and that are controlled by the teacher
are the following:22

1. Teacher enthusiasm
2. Relevance of the subject
3. Organization of course
4. Appropriate difficulty level
5. Active participation by student
6. Variety of activities and methodology
7. Personal link between teacher and student
8. Use of appropriate, concrete, and clear examples

Language teachers who adhere to these guides are more success-
ful. Some skeptics might say that only “natural” teachers or those
born to be educators can do all of this, but I disagree. Knowing that
these eight things motivate students gives any teacher the start-up
tools to improve. For example, any teacher can release enthusiasm
for his or her subject area, show how the subject relates to students’
lives, organize class time well, create active and appropriately diffi-
cult and varied activities, give good examples, and believe in each
student’s ability to succeed. These factors make any teacher better
whether born or trained. Knowledge of what influences students is
already a start toward affecting them.

Traits of Great Teachers in Multilingual Classrooms

Best practice in multilingual classrooms reflects overall teaching
and learning best practice of languages in general. Steven Zemel-
mann, Harvey Daniels, and Arthur Hyde’s groundbreaking book
Best Practice (1998) highlights thirteen characteristics of excellent
teaching, which, if applied consistently, have been shown to
enhance student learning.Although any of the thirteen characteris-
tics can be applied on its own, creating language activities that
involve several of these characteristics together are most effective.
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Imagine a classroom in which students are taught through activities
that are the following:

1. Student-centered
2. Experiential
3. Holistic
4. Authentic
5. Expressive
6. Reflective
7. Social
8. Collaborative
9. Democratic

10. Cognitive
11. Developmental
12. Constructivist
13. Challenging

Some clever teachers in Switzerland who I worked with recently
insisted that this list be expanded to include a fourteenth element:
fun. They found that successful activities are also normally enter-
taining. For example, an activity that meets nearly all of these crite-
ria is debate. Debates have been shown to be extremely effective
teaching tools, and they can be used with minority-language class-
rooms.A debate is student centered, experiential, authentic, expres-
sive, social, collaborative, democratic, cognitive, constructivist,
challenging, and normally fun, which epitomizes best practice.
Teachers can ask their mixed-language ability English levels to
debate controversial themes to help stimulate responses from stu-
dents. Debates function well primarily because they are emotional
experiences. For example, a debate on school uniforms, parental
monitoring of the Internet, legalizing marijuana, or same-sex mar-
riages forces students to clearly express their opinions and use lan-
guage creatively. Such an activity is demonstrative of the types of
engagement that teachers can create among students.

Characteristics of Good Teachers in Multilingual Settings

In the multilingual classroom each of these pieces of advice
plays a significant role in maximizing the potential of all students.
Many of the best authorities in the foreign-language instruction
field note that teachers with high qualifications have at least six
key traits. First, great teachers are versed in appropriate teaching
methods (we will explore many of these later). Second, they
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understand the students’ native language structure or, in the best
case, know how to speak it. Knowledge of other languages makes
teachers more adept at identifying problem areas. Third, they
understand different types of learning styles and know how to
bring out the best in students by using a variety of activities, which
lend themselves to teaching toward all types of cognitive prefer-
ences. Fourth, they have a good toolbox of optional teaching meth-
ods to reach all students on their own level. Fifth, they know how
to use appropriate evaluation methods and manage different types
of feedback mechanisms. Sixth, good teachers in multilingual
schools demonstrate respect for other cultures. As we consider
other aspects of the multilingual learning environment we will give
examples of each of these points in more detail. Let’s turn now to
aspects of a good learning environment.

Aspects of a Good Multilingual Teaching Environment

Multilingual classroom teachers are called on to know more than
the normal core pedagogical teachings, and teachers around the
globe are faced with growing multilingual populations. Skill sets
once required only by ESL specialists are now needed by many pub-
lic school teachers. This means that every teacher is a language
teacher—not only those specifically teaching language courses.
Training all teachers in specific content areas, such as how languages
are actually learned, is only part of the solution, however. Other
pieces to this puzzle rely on good organization and the cultivation
of a good learning environment.

Whitmore and Crowell conducted a longitudinal study on class-
room environments and their impact on student learning. They
showed that classrooms that catered to high-risk students in the
United States, many with low economic status and who came from
Spanish-speaking neighborhoods, were able to thrive in a bilingual
school setting that harbored four key elements:

1. Teachers had a high level of intellectual expectations for their
students.

2. Teachers allowed students’ questions to guide authentic
learning.

3. Additive, not subtractive bilingualism and biliteracy, which
embraces the value of the home language, was applied.

4. The school appreciated bicultural values and celebrated
minority as well as mainstream languages.23
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Their study implies that by raising the bar for students, we give
them permission to be all they can be. It also means that what stu-
dents bring into the classroom is potential material for new learning.
Whitmore and Crowell are careful to stipulate that the goal of learn-
ing a new language is to add it to the individual’s other characteris-
tics, not to replace a home language.These authors also believe that
this means cultivating a mutual respect between learners, the
teacher, and the family to create a positive learning environment for
the child. Their work is very reflective of other best practice litera-
ture that documents successful teacher practices.

There are also things that administrators and teachers can do
together to create a better learning environment. For example, good
multilingual school environments often have a space in which regu-
lar, informal meetings allow for more exchange between experi-
enced teachers and novices. This can be enhanced by more formal
peer observations and formative evaluations by coordinators of
teachers just beginning to teach in a multilingual environment. On-
going feedback to and from new teachers opens the door for an
exchange between experience and new theories. New teachers gain
from experienced teachers, and experienced ones can hear about
new methodologies from the newer teachers.24 To keep a finger on
the pulse of the school environment, many schools I have worked
with around the world query their teachers and students on a regu-
lar basis about newly implemented changes (e.g., “What do you
think about the new policy of allowing students to check out only
two books at a time from the library?” or “What do you think of the
‘Italian-only’ rule during recess?”). This allows for the identification
and containment of problem areas and gives a continuous voice to
both the students as well as the teachers, who are often better at rec-
ognizing festering conflicts than are administrators, who are not on
the front lines.

Teaching Practices—What Not to Do

Sometimes it’s easier to note what should not occur as opposed to
giving endless advice about what should exist in the ideal world.
Ramirez, Yuen, Ramey, and Pasta made some very specific recom-
mendations after observing classes for English language learners in
the United States. Some of the most striking observations are that in
over half of the interactions that teachers have with students, stu-
dents do not produce any language at all; they only listen or respond
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with non-verbal gestures or actions. They also noted that when stu-
dents do respond to teacher prompts, they typically provide simple
information recall statements rather than full sentences or thought-
provoking ideas. Additionally, students were asked to provide sim-
ple discrete close-ended or patterned responses rather than being
provided with the opportunity to generate original statements.
Ramirez and colleagues recommend that to optimize student learn-
ing, teachers should make classes student centered and try to limit
their own speaking time. This could be achieved by allowing stu-
dents to initiate the majority of the exchanges by asking questions
of one another.They noted that poor language teachers make about
twice as many utterances as do the students in classroom situations.
Additionally it was typical that students produce language only
when they are working directly with a teacher, and even then only
in response to teacher initiations.These authors also noted that ask-
ing “Does anyone have a question?” is inviting silence.They recom-
mend teachers call on students individually by name instead and
approach them personally to offer support and answer questions.
Finally, they recommend that teachers should not only modify their
own speech in response to students’ requests (verbal or non-verbal),
they should also request modifications of the students’ speech. Cor-
recting students is not enough, the students need to then practice
the correct structure. This allows the students to self-correct errors.
Although modeling is excellent, it is not as effective as practice.This
leads to other recommendations that teachers should seek out “sus-
tained negotiation” in which teachers and students verbally resolve
incomplete or inaccurate messages through prolonged discussion (as
opposed to one question, one answer).25 I like to call this “ping-
pong.” Are teachers skilled enough to volley the questions back and
forth? Painfully familiar as these scenes may be, they are helpful
reminders of traps teachers easily fall into when they rush through
material and lose sight of the real objective of the class which is
long-term student learning. Other challenges facing teachers relate
to the ability to assess student needs accurately.

TEACHER MULTITASKING

Teachers these days play several roles: caregivers, models, and
more recently, learning specialists. The challenges for modern class-
room teachers in multilingual settings include proper diagnosis of
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language difficulties. Knowing how to evaluate student progress is a
key element in gauging the qualifications of a good teacher. Given
common school staff cuts, this means teachers are often called upon
not only to teach but also to play a diagnostic role in multilingual
school environments.Teachers in multilingual environments need to
be aware that when a child presents a communication challenge or
learning disability in one language, it is not automatically due to the
“weight” of the additional language in the brain, but rather because
some language systems in the brain are not be wired right, affecting
all child’s languages. For example, if a child is suspected of having
dyslexia, then teachers in a multilingual environment should be
aware that the child should be tested for this learning disability in
all languages. Although it is true that some children are, indeed,
overwhelmed by the effort, energy, and demands of a new language,
this cannot be blamed on an overtaxing of the brain. Teachers need
to be able to recognize the potential problems of children in their
multilingual classrooms and the steps they can take to support them
in the best way possible.26

Knowing the Rules

Language is a complex mental task, and problems can occur.
Sometimes there are rules that were missed at the beginning of the
learning experience that come back to haunt multilinguals, as in
missed points of grammar that become fossilized errors. Such errors
are akin to telling yourself a lie so long that you eventually accept it
as a truth. For example, a child using “got” instead of “have” (“I
don’t got any more money”) over and over may fail to realize its
incorrectness. Relearning the correct use of fossilized words is often
more difficult that learning an entirely new language structure. In
other cases, one piece of language gets lost and is no longer in play,
as when a person learns a second language at the expense of the
mother tongue. Filtering out problems that are part of normal lan-
guage development from those that are special to second or subse-
quent languages is a challenge. “In bilingual and multilingual
settings one is constantly challenged by the difficulty of teasing
apart phenomena associated with normal second language (L2)
reading acquisition from authentic warning signs of reading failure,”
say experts. Language problems are not limited to language classes,
however. Teachers are often challenged in multilingual classrooms
even when teaching “language neutral” subjects they thought free
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of language biases—such as math—only to find that different cul-
tures approach formulas and processes differently. For example,
division in the United States differs from division in German or divi-
sion in Spanish in how the numbers are laid out, which numbers are
“carried,” and where carried numbers are placed. The way we read
and write math varies from language to language just as much as the
way we read newspapers.

Knowing the Students

Other problems that can occur are not neurologically based but
rather are the result of poor preparation in early schooling. Several
studies indicate how children who come from lower socioeconomic
status backgrounds tend to have less access to early language stim-
ulation from parents.This also includes less material supports, such
as books.The only way to really learn what root causes of problems
may affect a child is to know the child and his or her family. Talk-
ing to children, interviewing during parent-teacher conferences,
and reviewing student records are all ways teachers can better
understand what social variables impact the student’s in-class per-
formance.

Knowing the Typical Problems

Other common challenges related to language development
include poor summarizing skills. Even though this is a normal devel-
opmental stage of language proficiency, this often makes students
candidates for being placed in special education classes. Research in
this area has found that teachers who know how to teach summa-
rization as a reading strategy help students in a number of ways.
Summary skills explicitly help students acquire and use information
better, comprehend concepts more thoroughly, and when combined
with other vocabulary building activities, “enhanced the students’
ability to apply information to discussions, laboratory reports, and
projects.”27

Knowing Teacher Limitations

Acevedo and colleagues found that many teachers at present are
unable to assess in any other language than English, rendering them
unable to identify many problems that may face their students.This
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is echoed by findings in the field that cite problems of cross-cultural
analysis in which they found that overgeneralizations about lan-
guage disabilities led to poor diagnosis and treatments. But what
tools do teachers actually have to do this? Gregory and Chapman
offer an example of a curriculum structure that applies differentiated
instructional and assessment methods based on individual differ-
ences. Their method begins by designing a climate for learning, get-
ting to know the learner, assessing the learner, and providing
constant feedback.This sounds simple, but they note that these four
steps are often not achieved in the multilingual classroom. These
authors also show how teachers can adjust the curriculum, compact
concepts, and group ideas for better learning. They emphasize the
importance of getting to know students more individually when
they first join the class (ESL or otherwise) in order to build up con-
fidence and create affinity with the new language. They suggest
activities for integrating new students, making them feel safe and
secure, which is most important, to create a sense of belonging.
Teachers need to appreciate how cultural differences affect teaching
and learning. This means that the teacher has a role in recognizing
and appreciating the cultural “baggage” students bring with them to
the class. Good teaching begins with a good assessment.

ASSESSMENT

Assessment of students learning should include a diagnosis of
where they begin, a tracking of their progress, and an evaluation of
their achievement of the objectives. Teacher knowledge of different
types of evaluation methods that ensure “instructually embedded
assessment”28 is vital in the teaching-learning exchange. I am con-
vinced that the primary purpose of evaluation should be to serve as a
teaching tool. Gone are the days where individuals are measured
against a single number or final product and the worth of a student is
reflected in a test grade.This, however, is not always easy to achieve.

Guidelines for assessing bilingual and trilingual children can be
complex. Some excellent advice on general guidelines for doing this
come from McLaughlin, Blanchard, and Osani, who believe that
assessment must be both developmentally as well as culturally
appropriate.29 Though some traditional methods of evaluation are
successful in monolingual classrooms, they may not work as well in
multilingual classes. For example, relying on oral presentations in
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front of the class may be an unfamiliar practice to students from
some cultures. Scoring those students lower for not looking their
audience members in the eye, for example, would be an unfair assess-
ment as well as a cultural affront in many non-Western societies. Sev-
eral Asian cultures believe it is disrespectful to look at authority
figures, such as teachers, in the eyes. A non-fluent speaker’s final
product may not be as telling of a child’s development as an under-
standing of his or her progress, or the process he or she has under-
gone to reach the present stage of development.Teachers are advised
to consider product, process, and progress simultaneously.

Product is understood to be “performance-based learning objec-
tive,” or what is achieved in the end (the final “score”). Process asks
how the student arrived at the product. What steps were taken on
the way to reaching the product? Progress queries how much the
student gained in terms of new learning. Did the student start from
zero and learn a great deal, or did the student already know a lot
and learn nothing? McLaughlin and colleagues also recognize that
“bilingualism is a complex concept and includes individuals with a
broad range of speaking, reading, writing, and comprehending abil-
ities in each language. Furthermore, these abilities are constantly in
flux,” meaning that it is unfair to evaluate students’ language abili-
ties by using just one of these measures at any one time. They feel
that “the goal must be to assess the child’s language or languages
without standardizing performance, allowing children to demon-
strate what they can do in their own unique ways,” and evaluate the
use of language in proper contextualized situations. Currently there
is a move toward standards in education. Meeting standards while
differentiating teaching is a challenging task. To do this, teachers
must be well versed in a variety of ways of evaluating students.

Assessment Tools

Assessments are, in part, based on cultural distinctions: language is
a cultural system and as such it plays a role in the schools to form
communities. Teachers need to know where their students are com-
ing from in order to ensure they get where they need to go. Some
methods of multilingual assessment include narrative reporting,
observations of language development, and sampling the child’s lan-
guage abilities. Good assessment also includes accepting additional
perspectives, including parents, family members, the students them-
selves, or other teachers, who should be asked for their input about
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the student’s progress. Parent views can often provide a more
detailed account of the actual state of the child’s languages than
classroom performance, according to other researchers, such as Nis-
sani. Such interviews help others in the child’s life understand their
roles in creating the best learning environment possible.According to
Nissani, this means understanding “the extent to which significant
others—adults or children—provide language assistance by model-
ing, expanding, restating, repeating, questioning, prompting, negotiat-
ing meaning, cueing, pausing, praising, and providing visual and
other supports.” Such out-of-school assessment information may be
hard to gather, even though it may be the best way of truly taking
into account the child’s context. If teachers can achieve this quality
of assessment, they will help every player understand his or her role
in helping the child advance as quickly and as naturally as possible
into his or her additional languages. When interviewing possibilities
are limited, other tools can help teachers achieve fair assessment.

There are many ways to approach evaluation in the multilingual
context. One of the most creative I have seen comes from Langdon
and colleagues.They devised an assessment tool that they believe is
more effective than traditional methods for evaluating limited Eng-
lish proficient (LEP) students. According to the authors, “following
this model prevents false diagnoses of language learning disabilities
in LEP students and delineates some helpful strategies for interven-
tion.”30 Their “teaching-learning wheel” applies a three-pronged
approach that should be applied in the home as well as the school.
Similar to other recommendations but graphically represented, this
wheel describes three steps to ongoing assessment. First, to under-
stand where children are when they begin their journey, a good diag-
nosis of their starting abilities is necessary. To do this, they
recommend observations and ethnographic interviewing at the start
of a child’s career in the school. Second, they suggest formal analy-
sis of oral and written performance, which can be done in a variety
of ways, including formal testing situations using rubric scoring with
clear point systems. This helps establish a benchmark performance
from which the child should grow. Third, they suggest dynamic or
formative assessment. The goal of the assessment tool is to analyze
the cultural and linguistic biases that a student enters the classroom
with in order to use that information to create better teaching activ-
ities. By sharing this information with the students, they too can
mark their own progress toward clearly established goals.

Tools that can support teacher efforts in multilingual classrooms
come from a variety of sources, and we will review a few of them here.
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For example, the use of graphic organizers or portfolios serves assess-
ment as well as self-esteem purposes. Many teachers use portfolios to
track development by keeping student work in a simple chronological
binder. This allows the student to look back over the vast progress
made, especially in times of difficulty when feeling frustrated and as if
in a rut. Other teachers use portfolios to maintain initial writings, sub-
sequent drafts, and then final products of the same assignment. Yet
other teachers use the portfolios to bind by time or theme. I have seen
creative teachers move portfolios to the virtual realm as well. For
example, the introduction of electronic portfolios has been experi-
mented with in Taiwan to teach and assess English as a foreign lan-
guage. This gives important work a permanent, albeit virtual, home,
and also allows it to be transported for other people’s viewing or cri-
tique. Portfolios are dynamic and can be both evaluative and formative
tools, depending on the teaching objective. They not only structure
documented progress but can also enhance student self-esteem.

TEACHING TOOLS

Hundreds of books have been written on classroom activities that
enhance achievement. We will mention a few of the most imagina-
tive activities to give readers a taste of the variety of low- or no-cost
additions that can be used. I encourage a deeper reading of the
material in this area for further inspiration.

Think-Aloud Activities

For example, “think-aloud activities,” which encourage children
to talk about how they solve problems, are excellent ways of getting
children to recognize their own errors. This process helps the other
students in the class self-correct similar errors in small group situa-
tions and guides teachers in their understanding of which points
need reinforcement. When this happens and the children receive
proper, explicit feedback on their work, their growing awareness
about their use of language leads to enhanced learning.Think-aloud
activities are the basis for developing metalinguistic skills.

Games and Imaginary Play

Another exciting way for children to get introduced to a new
language is through games. Everyone likes to play games, and for
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children, this is the primary vehicle toward learning. It has been
commented that children can learn more language through play-
ground interaction than through formal classroom teaching. “Tra-
ditional transmission of morphology and syntax by way of rules,
and practicing such rules via written exercises, does not lead to
spoken language, for with this type of practice the retrieval of
learned material is too slow and often incomplete to enable suc-
cessful speech,” says Macedonia.31 By creating spaces for the inte-
gration of play into learning contexts, parents and teachers can
ensure more authentic learning. Games, from imaginary play to
the most structured of board games, are efficient means of bring-
ing languages to life in small children’s lives. Take imaginary play,
for example. When children are observed playing house or school
they are testing language assumptions as well as social norms.

Susana: “Ok, let’s say you say you’re the teacher and you tell me
‘Margaret, please don’t spill the paint on the table,’ and
I’ll say, ‘It wasn’t my fault, Juan pushed me,’ and then
you say, ‘Juan, did you push Margaret?’ and then José,
you be Juan, and you say, ‘No, she spillded it by herself.’”

José: “No, spilled it by herself.”
Susana: “Yeah, ok, spilled it by herself.”

In this way, children correct each other through scaffolded struc-
tures. One child generally always knows slightly more than another,
and through play, they find subtle and natural ways of making cor-
rections. Games in early childhood are often related to these imagi-
nary situations in which social themes are developed and explored.
In formal schooling, thematic learning is of vital importance. Some
specific ideas follow to help parents and teachers begin to think of
their own thematic approach to language.

Writing Mini-Books

Professionals feel some activities particularly help younger stu-
dents integrate in the multilingual classroom and feel part of a com-
munity, such as orientation activities, the creation of mini-books or
the designing of games, and thematic activities around shared con-
cepts (“At school,” “All about me,” “Colors and shapes,” “Food,”
“Time and date”).32 Other teachers encourage a thoughtful reflec-
tion about how reading material is chosen for children, especially
when they are just beginning on their literacy journey. Barnitz
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argues that teachers and parents should make linguistically consci-
entious decisions about their choices for reading material and writ-
ing assignments. She feels that if we “make linguistically informed
decisions about curriculum and instruction, children can learn to
read and write English in the context of linguistically diverse class-
rooms and communities.”33 She argues that caregivers who make
more informed choices about materials are better able to engage
diverse populations in the multiliteracy venture. In a similar vein,
Clachar believes choosing appropriate topics that have an emotional
link to them help students learn second language writing more
authentically. In her studies she found that “results indicated that
the emotional topic motivated students to focus on the lower, lexi-
comorphosyntactic level of discourse processing during planning
and composing, but led them to attend to the higher pragmatic and
textual levels during revision.”34 Using emotionally charged reading
materials or writing topics will encourage greater experimentation
with the language and yield higher quality output. This has been
found to be true in average foreign language courses as well as with
slower learners.

Identity Texts

Other powerful learning tools are identity texts. Identity texts
were pioneered by Thornwood Public School in Toronto, Canada,
and documented by Patricia Chow and Jim Cummins in 2003. This
school system has over forty different home languages in their K-5
structure, and Patricia Chow’s first and second grade classes were the
first experimental grounds for this powerful tool. Its simple structure
makes it all the more attractive. Initially, students write drafts in
whatever language they choose, usually the stronger one, which
gives them a portal toward their feelings and gives them the space
to share their ideas. They refine these stories, and then translate
them into English. If the teacher does not have the same language
skills as the child, the school looks to the community for help with
the translation. Often other school workers (cleaning staff for exam-
ple) or older students from the high school become informal tutors,
so “consequently, dual language texts have become a catalyst for
fruitful forms of school-community engagement”35 as well as lan-
guage learning. Identity texts create links to home language and cul-
ture and are a powerful way of engaging all students: “English
language learners’ cultural knowledge and language abilities in their
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home language are important resources in enabling academic
engagement; and English language learners will engage academically
to the extent that instruction affirms their identities and enables
them to invest their identities in learning,” say Cummins and
Chow.36 Identity texts showcase the individual students creativity
and celebrate their cultural backgrounds while improving English
language skills. “These products, which can be written, spoken,
visual, musical, dramatic, or multimodal combinations, are positive
statements that students make about themselves,” say the authors.37

The beauty of this tool is that identity text assignments value the
background of the students and teach language skills at the same
time.

Technology in the Classroom

Other electronic tools are also worth mentioning. Janet Bremer
and Lyn McGeehan offer several examples of how they bring tech-
nology and foreign language together. These two Ohio schoolteach-
ers designed a myriad of activities to help students learn both
foreign language as well as computer class skills.A few of their ideas
included having students make a form of “Jeopardy” using Power-
Point®, create a translation program with Microsoft® Visual Basic®,
and design a travel brochure with Photoshop® and InDesign®.These
student also used Microsoft Word® to write a Spanish newspaper
and Microsoft Excel® to make a spreadsheet for a trip they would
like to take to a foreign country, including costs. They also used
Macromedia® Flash® MX® to create vocabulary games with pictures
and the correct pronunciation, and they used digital cameras to pho-
tograph local scenes, which students then had to describe in Span-
ish. These teachers gave students choices, resulting in individual
products. Some students opted for creating a music video in Span-
ish, whereas others participated by doing the editing and correcting
the lyrics for grammar. These activities are a brilliant testimony to
creative teaching skills. Other tools are also readily available to
these students who have Internet access at home or in school.

Digital Libraries

The development of the International Children’s Digital Library
is an excellent tool for multilingual communities. This is an online
library of children’s literature and is aimed at multilingual, multi-
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cultural, and multigenerational audiences. Web sites that offer sto-
ries in two languages are relatively common. However, this Web site
is one of the first attempts at developing a freely accessible, child-
friendly library in many languages. “The mission of the Interna-
tional Children’s Digital Library Foundation is to excite and inspire
the world’s children to become members of the global community—
children who understand the value of tolerance and respect for
diverse cultures, languages and ideas—by making the best in chil-
dren’s literature available online.” The easy-to-maneuver site has
books divided by age, size, genre, and format, as well as a section
for award-winning books and recent additions.This is an extremely
economical way to bring the richness of literature into every multi-
lingual community. The International Children’s Library can be a
great tool, especially for children whose parents have not yet
encouraged much reading in the home. Gregory and Chapman
write that literacy traditions in different cultures have different
impacts on student performance in the classroom. Some cultures
have a long tradition of valuing books, whereas others do not, and
teachers should be aware of this in order to nurture a love of read-
ing if it is found to be absent. Steven Krashen points out that find-
ing strategies to excite children about reading through authentic
texts is not only the key to biliteracy but also the door to academic
success.38 This leads us to the last tool for enhancing language learn-
ing, multimedia options.

Multimedia

Media, such as television and movies, can promote language
learning. Although parents have more control over this than teach-
ers, schools can offer guidance as to what they consider beneficial
multimedia elements for reinforcing school learning. If children are
small (zero to eight years old), for example, early learning programs
such as Sesame Street can be the key to unlocking the basics of lan-
guage. Sesame Street is currently seen in some seventy countries
and generally focuses on the local life of the Muppets in a certain
community. The local beliefs are expressed through well-planned
modules that reinforce community values such as citizenry, respect,
and responsibility while promoting the proper use of language as
well as preliteracy and prenumeracy skills. Other educational televi-
sion productions such as Arthur, Barney, the Berenstain Bears, and
Reading Rainbow have also proved successful, though none has the
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forty-year history of success that Sesame Workshop enjoys. All of
these programs also have computer versions to support early lan-
guage development.

Older children who are beginning a new language can benefit both
socially as well as linguistically by learning more about the local tel-
evision programming, including popular sitcoms, for-television
movies, and educational programming. However, parents and teach-
ers should be aware than nothing replaces a human when it comes to
language development.Television and computers, when used consci-
entiously, can provide additional language stimulation, but they are
passive tools. True learning comes with use, and use related to lan-
guage implies practice with others. With this in mind, we will now
summarize the main points of this chapter.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER—THE COMMUNITY’S ROLE

Back to the key players—we began this chapter talking about how
different players in a multilingual’s life have different roles and
responsibilities. Parents and other family members as well as teach-
ers have stellar roles in this process.To put this into context, let’s see
one last example from Rachel Grant and Shelly Wong’s work.

“Customizing for multilingualism” is a concept used by Rachel
Grant and Shelley Wong in which they present six keys to building
a successful community.The six keys are parenting, communicating,
volunteering, learning at home, decision-making, and collaborating
with community. Society can help to promote the value of speaking
other languages by getting opinion leaders to articulate their impor-
tance to the communities; the value of multilingualism is under-
acknowledged in many societies, and especially in the United States.
It is evident that “when a child builds on his home language, he
learns more quickly and feels better about himself and his heritage.
Teachers and educators can do a great deal to help children develop
pride in their heritage—and in themselves—and to help them learn
quickly and fully.”39 Although merely semantic, a good example is
the move from the “ESL” (English as a second language) to the
“ELL” (English language learner) to the “LEP” (limited English pro-
ficiency) label in U.S. public schools. This small change does two
powerful things: First it recognizes that the student is probably pro-
ficient in a language other than English already—elevating his
“knowledge” status; and second, it acknowledges that a large per-
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centage of Americans have cultural roots elsewhere and that this is
something to proud of. Perhaps I am reading too much into the let-
ters, but “bilingual” and ESL were dirty words when I was a kid
because it meant you were slower, probably not in the right grade
for your age, and not really part of the same social fabric as every-
one else. Things have changes drastically, as we saw in Chapter 2;
bilinguals and their multilingual counterparts are now more prized
globally than ever before.

Changes toward a multilingual society must be well planned and
clearly articulated as well as executed. Community leaders need to
be clear about the value of being multilingual, articulate to this to
their constituents, and then act properly. Examples in other coun-
tries, such as South Africa, document that “lack of coherence
between a language policy and the implementation plan for that pol-
icy can potentially reduce both the policy and the implementation
plan to symbolic acts of no tangible benefit to students, teachers, or
communities.”40 It is crucial that educators provide a socioculturally
supportive school environment that allows natural language, aca-
demic, and cognitive development to flourish. Community or
regional social patterns such as prejudice and discrimination
expressed toward groups or individuals in personal and professional
contexts can influence students’ achievement in school.These views
can also influence societal patterns, such as the subordinate status of
a minority group or acculturation versus assimilation forces at work.
These factors can strongly influence a student’s response to a new
language, affecting the process positively only when the student is in
a socioculturally supportive environment.

Though it is evident that many school administrators feel that
their hands are tied and there is no room, money, or other resources
to fund programs that benefit language-minority students, I feel con-
fident that creative school leaders will take many of these recom-
mendations to heart. Some believe that dual immersion is too costly
to fund and too complex to convert to, often without even under-
standing the simplicity of the system. Others point to the No Child
Left Behind legislation, which channels resources away from foreign
language classes while simultaneously asking all students to pass rig-
orous English language exams within short periods of time. I believe
that every challenge is an opportunity, however: “Educators, indi-
vidually and collectively always have choices.They can choose to go
beyond curricular guidelines and mandates”41 and maximize the
learning potential of all of their students through innovative activities
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and parent support. Creative administrators and teachers find ways
of helping even the most disadvantaged children achieve. The
examples of the initiatives in this section are a testimony to the
possibilities.

Clear family language goals, which respect the role of mother-
tongue fluency, are a responsibility fundamental to multilingual suc-
cess. Although some researchers have found a positive link from
simply hearing a target language in childhood to a later ability to
speak it, others point to the need for explicit instruction for true pro-
ficiency to occur, especially if the goal is multiliteracy. The impor-
tance of forging multilingual and multicultural communities to instill
a sense of pride in new language learners is also prominent in the
literature, as is the primary role of the families as being keepers of
the native language.Williams and Gregory found that reciprocity of
beliefs could be an encouraging way to undertake community lan-
guage values. By finding like-minded school systems, schools under-
taking multilingual curriculums can be supported in their quest for
excellence in teaching. Schools with similar multilingual goals
should work closely to share ideas and encourage each other’s devel-
opment. Such sharing is seen through international school organiza-
tions such as the European Council of International Schools (ECIS)
and the East Asian Regional Council of Overseas Schools
(EARCOS), but it is not done with enough frequency in the U.S.

SUMMARY

Successful multilingual schools ensure that language basics,
including phonemic awareness, phonic fluency, age appropriate
vocabulary, text comprehension, and grammar are taught explicitly.
They emphasize good oral skills and encourage active, authentic lan-
guage use by students. Successful multilingual schools integrate the
student’s family in a positive way. They use a variety of assessment
tools and consider the product, the process, and the progress of the
student. Some of the most successful schools use thematic syllabi
and work within dual-immersion structures in which all students
take pride in their home language while learning a second or third.
The most successful schools conduct linguistic and ethnic audits and
know their clients (students) well.When possible, they hire staff who
speak the home languages of the families they serve and make every
effort to keep clear channels of communication. Successful schools
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conduct regular teacher training to ensure that teachers keep an up-
to-date toolbox of activities handy.They also have high expectations
of their students. The best multilingual schools allow a portion of
their budget to be invested in multilingual materials and media. Suc-
cessful multilingual schools do their best to create significant learn-
ing experiences that relate new information to prior knowledge and
give students a certain level of control and choice.

Successful teacher training programs in multilingual schools
emphasize ongoing assessment of student learning and progress.
These programs also ensure that all language learners are taught
under similar circumstances in the multilingual classroom and with
equal status. These teachers teach foreign languages through aca-
demic content and ensure a high level of critical thinking throughout.

The best teachers in multilingual environments know and respect
their role and responsibility in motivating learners and demonstrate
their enthusiasm for their topic. Great teachers in multilingual
schools understand that good learning environments are made, not
found.They also appreciate that students learn in different ways and
that distinct learning styles and cognitive preferences impact overall
learning levels.These teachers know that cooperative learning activ-
ities are great for creating peer-teaching situations that enhance
learning.

Children need to receive a consistent message from all of the peo-
ple in their lives when it comes to learning a new language. Each
person in a multilingual’s life has a role to play in maximizing poten-
tial. Teachers, parents, and learners themselves have areas of influ-
ence in this endeavor and should exercise their roles with
responsibility, consistency, and creativity. Those who feel supported
in their endeavors to learn a second or subsequent language by their
families as well as the communities, or who feel this skill is valued
in their communities, are more likely to find success in the progress.
If parents do not show value and respect for the target language,
children will be hard-pressed to do so on their own, especially if the
family language goals include literacy skills. In the final chapter we
turn to a documentation of my own family’s multilingual adventure,
which puts many of these challenges into perspective.
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Our Story

This chapter recounts our family story, which consists of five coun-
tries, four languages, three children, two nationalities, and one
home. I want to begin by talking about the countries we have lived
in and the impact this has had on our languages. Next we’ll look at
the combination of our family languages and just how that has
impacted the learning patterns of my children.Then I want to share
some anecdotes about my own children’s upbringing, and we’ll look
at how being binational has impacted our language experiences.We
will finish this section with a look at our multilingual family and
how each person has influenced the other in our success with lan-
guages.The goal of this final chapter is to put a human face on all of
the data, studies, hypotheses, and literature presented here. Our
story is by no means perfect, but it is encouraging. I hope as a clos-
ing chapter it gives parents and teachers the right push toward a
multilingual lifestyle, if that is their choice.

FIVE COUNTRIES

Japan

After we married, my husband’s role as a diplomat took us to
Tokyo, Japan, where we lived for three years. I worked in an inter-
national school that enrolled students from eighty-nine different
countries.This was a wonderful multilingual experience that opened



my eyes to a culturally rich world of experiences and, as a newly-
wed, gave me many aspirations for the formation of our own family.
I watched wonderfully successful students make their way through
school as adolescents. Some were half Japanese and half German,
others were from Sri Lanka but had lived half their lives in Japan,
and still others were from mixed French, Philippine, and Korean
marriages; and there were many other exotic combinations from all
around the globe. I openly admired their unguarded approach to
new cultures and the languages that accompanied it. For the most
part, these were highly successful students who also appeared bal-
anced emotionally, had a strong sense of civic duty, and were very
open-minded and optimistic about their futures. However, I also saw
some students who failed in this environment. Seeing some students
do so well, whereas others barely made it through the year in one
piece, raised my curiosity as well as concern. As the senior class
homeroom teacher, I grew to know and love these students and
learned what separated the successful ones from the failures. Some-
thing became eminently clear to me after learning more about my
students, and that was how important the students’ families were to
their success. For example, a student at the school who had moved
thirteen times in fourteen years was nonetheless one of the most
stable kids I knew. She was able to move into our school system with
ease and made friends quickly, and when her family moved to their
next posting, she had her going-away party, smiled, and left feeling
fulfilled with her experience. On the other hand, there was another
student who was half Thai, half Japanese.The move to Tokyo was her
first time abroad, and she was an emotional mess. Her father would
come and go and she never knew if he would be there in the morn-
ing when she woke up. Sometimes he would be gone for months at
a time. Other times he would stay at home for months on end, but
she never knew when to expect him to be around. There were as
many stories as students, and I was fortunate to receive excellent in-
service training at that school, which gave me tools with which to
help these types of students, as well as to plan for my own family.

The late David Pollock was one of the pioneer researchers on
“third culture kids,” children who are raised for a significant part of
their young lives outside their home culture. In the case mentioned
previously, the student was Thai and Japanese by passport and was
attending an international school system with British leadership.
Pollock says that after forty years of studying third culture kids, he
found that only one variable truly influences whether children are
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successful with this lifestyle or not—the stability of the nuclear fam-
ily. He found that it does not matter if the child moves one time or
one hundred times, which countries are home, what combination of
languages is necessary, or the family’s level of economic status.What
seems to influence the emotional stability and academic success of
these children more than any other factor is whether they know
their place within the family (“I am the older sister”; “I am the first
boy”), who their mom and dad are (“My dad is a gardener/
CEO/teacher”; “My mother is the ambassador/marketing specialist/
translator”), and, most importantly, what they can count on their
parents to do for them (“Mom is always there after school to help
me with my homework”; “Dad spends every weekend with me”). It
turns out that it doesn’t really matter if a child’s mother will be there
every day after school or if she’ll be there every six months; what
matters is that the child knows what to count on.This was a power-
ful lesson to learn before my husband and I started having children
of our own.

Tokyo was a very special place for me personally because I am
half Japanese. The country was a wonderful eye-opener for me in
terms of personal insights. Although I had visited there as both a
high school and university exchange student, actually living and
working there (going to the local markets and large department
stores, getting my hair cut, taking the subway, riding my bike back
and forth to work, etc.), and most especially experimenting with the
language, was personally rewarding. My husband had spent the year
prior to our marriage on scholarship from the Japanese government
learning about Japanese language and culture. It was ironic that
although I had more Japanese in my blood, he seemed more
entrenched in the cultural history and norms than I.

I learned a very important lesson about the concept of language dur-
ing those years.Although Japanese is considered one of the more chal-
lenging of languages in the world, as we saw in Chapter 4, how one
approaches language learning makes all the difference in the world in
terms of eventual fluency. This means that my personal level of emo-
tional investment made me ignore the belief that this was a hard lan-
guage, and instead I clung to the thought that each new word I learned
might be a link to my own heritage; it was exciting to think each new
kanji had a piece of history in it. This experience made me a firm
believer that some factors can have a greater influence on success with
languages than others depending on the individual. In this particular
case, my personal motivation and the opportunity to practice every
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day in authentic contexts helped me learn survival Japanese. On the
other hand, my husband took advantage of his natural aptitude for lan-
guages.All of the factors are important and all can be equally influen-
tial, depending on the person and the situation. Likewise, different
factors can be influential in the same person in different situations. For
example, when we left Japan, we went to Ecuador, which posed a very
different language challenge.We went to Japan as newlyweds, but we
left as parents-to-be.

Ecuador

Natalie, my daughter, was “made in Japan.” I was five months
pregnant when we arrived in Ecuador, my husband’s home country.
By this time I was determined to raise a child who knew English and
Spanish, but my Japanese teaching experience showed me the
importance of smoothly integrating students into other cultures and
valuing what those cultures could add to children’s formation. I
knew we would be sent abroad again because of the nature of my
husband’s job, so we spoke about the need to keep all schooling
options open. We decided that I would speak English, and my hus-
band would speak his native Spanish. I worked throughout my preg-
nancy at the American School in Quito advising their curriculum
shift from a standard American to an International Baccalaureate
program. When Natalie was born, she came with me to work
strapped to a kangaroo pouch on my front, looking out at the world.
She was googled and goggled at by the students and teachers alike;
she would oooooh and ahhhhh back at them, trying to imitate their
Spanish sounds. I would spend hours talking with her in English to
balance the input. At this time, we also began traveling.

Switzerland

We went to Geneva, Switzerland, when Natalie was just one year
old and stayed for a five-month course my husband was taking. I
spent our afternoons walking in the Parc de Genève, where she
would waddle on her unstable baby legs and play in the sand next
to the other children, “speaking” baby French. These were very
formative months for her, and I firmly believe her exposure to
French at this time, along with my English and her father’s Spanish,
was influential in her future linguistic success.Though this was only
a five-month period, we were able to take advantage of every
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moment, for I had the luxury of being a new mother dedicating her
time and energies solely to my daughter. The amount of attention I
was able to give my daughter allowed me to provide her both high-
quantity and high-quality input in her language formation.

Ecuador

When we came back to Ecuador, my second child, Gabriel, was
born. He was a very expressive kid and laughed easily, but he also
screamed and cried easily. Natalie, his older sister, catered to him
constantly, bringing him toys she thought he would want to play
with, singing to him, and keeping up a constant chatter in her devel-
oping English.Though he was very expressive facially, he used no real
words. He would scream, and she would rush to him with a fallen toy.
He would throw his spoon on the floor and delight at how quickly
she would pick up it for him. His first year of life was active, and he
accompanied me back and forth to Natalie’s day care and on class
trips (I would strap him, too, into the kangaroo pouch as I served as
the unofficial photographer for Natalie’s field trips). He was a part of
several play groups and attended early stimulation programs with
me. Though everyone around us spoke Spanish, I spoke to my chil-
dren in English.When Gabriel turned thirteen months old we moved
to Massachusetts for a year of study. At that time his language skills
were low compared to what his sister’s had been at the same devel-
opmental stage. At the time I presumed that was because of differ-
ence between girls and boys, but I soon changed my opinion.

United States of America

In Cambridge, my husband and I worked out alternating schedules
so he could do his degree program and I could take classes in the
evening and begin researching my new passion for foreign languages.
Up to this point, I had spoken solely in English with the children, and
my husband spoke in Spanish. But we thought, at the time, that
Spanish would be lost when we went to Cambridge, because my hus-
band was the sole source of the language and he would be away most
of the day.We decided to change our family language strategy, mak-
ing our home a Spanish domain and leaving English to the rest of the
community.As my research progressed that year, however, I realized
the mistake we were committing. Whereas my daughter’s language
skills had been forming in a normal developmental pattern for the
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past three years, and she had just enrolled in the Peabody Terrace
School, where she was in a wonderful learning community, my son
was just beginning to speak and find patterns in his world, patterns
that we were changing by switching languages on him at this stage.
Children form self-conceptions about themselves based on their
identities with others, their relationships with the world, and the con-
cepts they form about all of these.Words play a huge part in forming
understandings about the world. By changing languages on Gabriel
before he had an understanding of language relationships (that is,
mom and dad speak English and Spanish and can switch at will), we
threw his developing mind for a loop. Of course I didn’t know this at
the time; only after a year of progressive research did we realize our
mistake.This incident was probably my strongest motivation for writ-
ing Raising Multilingual Children the following year. I hoped our
mistaken choices would help others avoid the same problem in the
future. My son had a small vocabulary when we arrived in Cam-
bridge, and when we changed languages on him he stopped speaking
altogether for several months. He would continue to gurgle and smile
and be generally happy, but he did not use real words.When I spoke
to him in Spanish he would look at me with entertained eyes as if I
was very confused and would then continue on in his silent world.
The more I learned about foreign language acquisition and children,
the more I realized our decision to change languages on Gabriel at
this time was a mistake. He had not yet established a firm grounding
in his first languages, meaning that any clues he could get from his
surroundings were vital to his development.We removed one of the
biggest clues, his face-to-language crutch. Whereas before he could
always count on my face speaking English and his father’s face speak-
ing Spanish, all of a sudden it was reversed. When I slowly came to
the realization that we were creating a less-than-optimal environ-
ment for Gabriel to maintain his languages, Natalie began to mix her
English and Spanish and started to have an accent in Spanish. I real-
ized that I had been less than loyal to my commitment to speak in
Spanish while at home—it didn’t feel natural at times. I also found
that my American accent (though not as pronounced as some I have
heard) had evident flaws, which were also rubbing off on her in Span-
ish.All the while, in a slightly comical-philosophical way, Gabriel was
quiet, presumably waiting for all of us to straighten ourselves out.At
the same time all of this was occurring, we were beginning to think
about schools for Natalie. Our stay in the United States was coming
to an end, and we had some decisions to make.
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One night friends from Quito, Ecuador, called to say that Natalie
needed to come back immediately for kindergarten interviews.They
said if we didn’t come back “we would never get her into any of the
good schools.” There is an interesting panic of preschool parents—
we all believe that we make or break our children’s future by the
first school we put them in. Although there may be some truth to
this, we did not make the trip back for the kindergarten interview;
instead, we accepted that we had two options: the American School,
where I had taught, or the German School, from where my husband
had graduated.

During this time, in between research and studying, Mateo, our
youngest, was conceived. He was born in Boston, and, because of a
health problem, our family stayed in the United States until he was
three months old. He was hospitalized with meningitis caused by a
congenital kidney problem, which required an operation, meaning
that his first few months, which coincided with Cristian’s final exams
at Harvard, were a rough time for the whole family. Both my mother
and sister came in to help us celebrate Gabriel’s second birthday
that year and were real lifesavers during those difficult times. But
Mateo came through, healthy, loud, and clear. It was when he was a
robust, noisy three-month-old that I sensed he had a particularly
high aptitude for languages.Was this because we overstimulated him
as a sick infant? Did we talk to him in such an exaggerated way that
he became particularly perceptive about language? Or was he born
with a naturally high aptitude for languages that our stimulations
simply kicked into gear? We will probably never know. He loves
sounds to this day, however—music, talk, animal noises, trains pass-
ing, the wind, any noise, really. It was at that time that we found out
we would be going back to Geneva, Switzerland.

Switzerland

We went back to Ecuador for nine weeks before moving to
Geneva, Switzerland. This was the beginning of a wonderful time
which saw all of our children begin their formal schooling. Natalie
was officially enrolled in the German school system, guaranteeing
her a place when we got to Geneva, though we still had the option
of the international schools and the local Swiss school. My husband
gave a good argument in favor of starting the children’s schooling
at the German school: We could always begin in the German sys-
tem, he said, and if it didn’t work out it, we could move into the
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international,American, or Spanish-speaking systems, but we couldn’t
do it the other way around.The German school system only accepts
students in kindergarten or in fifth grade, but, once children have
been in the system, they are always accepted anywhere in the
world.This was appealing, because all German schools were said to
all be on the same page of math on the same day in all third grade
classes around the world, and all were generally of high quality.
(While this turned out to be a slight exaggeration, the consistency
of the system was attractive nonetheless.) In contrast, depending on
which country one was in, different international schools could
have levels of learning that varied notably, and didn’t all follow the
same base system (some were American, others were British; some
were International Baccalaureate, others were Advanced Place-
ment). So we decided to give the German school a shot.

The first day of school for Natalie was traumatic—but for me, not
her. She was very excited and ready to go. I entered the building
with her, and as I heard the excited German and French chatter of
the parents and children all greeting one another, I began to wonder
what on earth we were doing. I could barely piece together a sen-
tence in either the school language (German) or the community lan-
guage (French); how would I ever make friends? Worse, how would
my daughter survive in this Babel until I picked her up at noon? A
heavyset Swiss-German woman welcomed me with a not-unfriendly
face and then proceeded to make it clear to me that my daughter
was “an exception,” for neither my husband nor I spoke German to
Natalie at home. She told me she hoped I was planning on learning
German, because parents should speak to their children in their
school language. About this time I was beginning to write Raising
Multilingual Children. I had done significant research and grounded
many of my ideas about children and languages in hundreds of texts
and well-documented studies. I felt strongly about what I knew to be
true about languages, and this experienced teacher was giving me
advice I knew I could never accept. I told her, politely, that I would
continue to speak in English with my children, my husband would
be speaking in Spanish, and we were looking for someone, a babysit-
ter, perhaps, who would stay with the children a few hours per week
and speak to them in German to offer extra school language sup-
port. Natalie’s teacher looked at me, startled, for a moment and then
shook her head as if I just didn’t get what she was saying. Then she
pronounced, “You can go. Leave her to me.”

That was the first of December. By December twentieth, when the
school held its annual Christmas play, the teacher rushed over to me
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excitedly and said, “Did you see? She is singing, oh my God, she is
singing!” I didn’t want to burst her bubble by telling her that a parrot
can sing; it does not mean that the child has any idea about what the
words mean at all. It was enough, however, to get this teacher to begin
to believe that a nonnative speaker could enter the German system
and not only quickly integrate but also learn and use the language.

Gabriel was another story. We returned to the one-parent, one-
language strategy once in Switzerland, and I remained faithful to
speaking only English once we left the United States. It was a relief
to speak with him in my own voice again, and I think he sensed that
as well. He kept me company for the first six months until he had his
third birthday and could start school.When he started at the German
school, he was given a more open reception. His sister had blazed a
trail into the classroom for him, and his teacher was a younger, more
progressive woman who had raised four children herself in multilin-
gual environments. She believed in the gift of languages and worked
very hard to ensure that everyone in her prekindergarten group
thrived.When I told her I was working on a book about children and
foreign language acquisition, she was quick to apply what I suggested
in her classroom, and we critiqued her results together. For example,
in Gabriel’s class there were three children who spoke French at
home as their primary language, two children who spoke English
(Gabriel among them), and one child who spoke Hungarian. Every-
one else spoke German. The teacher began her first school day by
welcoming the children, first in German, then French, and then Eng-
lish. She then set them out to do a project. She asked all the children
in German to please stand up and get the scissors out of their boxes.
Most of the children jumped to their feet to get the scissors, but the
non-German native speakers remained. She then repeated this com-
mand in French. Voila! All of the francophones jumped up to get the
scissors. Then she repeated her request in English, so that the only
person left sitting was the Hungarian girl, who figured out the request
based on the actions of the other students. She, too, jumped up to get
her scissors. This same ritual happened for weeks until the teacher
and I had an informal conversation outside of the classroom after
school one day. I asked which of the non-native German speakers
had progressed the most the past semester. She said that had to be
Orsyla, the Hungarian girl. “Hmmmm. And why do you think that
is?” I asked innocently.After a brief reflection she said, “Well, I sup-
pose it’s because I can’t speak Hungarian,” and her eyes lit up. Could
it be that “helping” the children in their native language was not
helpful at all? When the next semester began, the teacher welcomed
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all of the children into the classroom with big bear hugs and a German-
only policy in her classroom. What had she learned? This teacher
wanted to create a positive, welcoming learning environment and
thought that one of the best ways to put children at ease was by using
their native language.What she later learned was that she could cre-
ate this same warmth through actions alone and leave the words in
German, thus speeding up the German-learning process.

When Mateo began school he entered as if he owned the place.
His semi-spoiled, youngest-child attitude got him into loads of trou-
ble, but his charming smile and arched, flirtatious eyebrows, which
seemed to hint at a secret, always got him off clean because he usu-
ally said he was sorry and meant it. Mateo went to Switzerland
when he was just shy of seven months old, and he lived there until
he was five-and-a-half. He grew up from the start with his mother
speaking English, his father speaking Spanish, his schoolteachers
speaking German, and his playground friends speaking French. He
had no consistency problems; he knew what to expect from each
player and they delivered, in high quality language. This is in stark
contrast to the inconsistencies in Gabriel’s life. Because the German
school system in Geneva starts when children reach three years of
age, Mateo had some time in the French system. He began in the
crèche when he was almost two and stayed until he started the Ger-
man school at three. The crèche was only a few hours a day, but it
put him into contact with the language on a daily basis at an age-
appropriate level. The most wonderful thing about the crèche, how-
ever, was his loving teacher, Lucy. Her school was nothing fancy, but
it was full of props, wooden blocks, and art supplies. She was patient
and loving and gave Mateo a deep affection for the language. He was
lucky enough to enjoy the same warmth from the German school
teachers the following year, and he listened to his brother and sister
play with friends in German on play dates or as we stood waiting to
pick them up in the schoolyard. He seemed to fit right in and joined
with the greatest of mischief-makers in the class, independent of
their language. One friend, Tim, was German; another, Alex, was
Swiss (French speaking); and another, Kai, was half German, half
British.Together they reigned during more than a few days of terror
over the kids playing house, kings of the jungle gym. These chil-
dren’s parents ended up being some of the best friends anyone could
have asked for.They encouraged the children’s multilingual play and
celebrated Mateo’s growing German and French skills as their own
children learned some English from him. This shared community
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value of languages in Switzerland sends a powerful message to chil-
dren about the importance of being multilingual.

Being in Switzerland was an eye-opener for us as far as multilin-
gualism was concerned.The Swiss have four national languages, and
students know them all. They are extremely proud and sovereign
and are privileged to be in the middle of Europe, locked in by Ger-
many, Italy, and France. While we lived there, we traveled together
on family trips to dozens, if not hundreds, of towns and cities that
included Paris, Rome, Berlin, and Barcelona. Being in Geneva, we
would go food shopping across the border in France. The value of
language is immense in this region of the world. The discussion of
the emerging European Union was the main topic while we lived
there, and we celebrated the coming of the Euro in 2000 on New
Year’s, in Rome.We stayed there until 2003, when we went back to
Ecuador to my husband’s new post.

Ecuador

When we arrived, it was terrible at first. I think that, between us,
we cried at least once a day for the first three months, missing every-
one we had grown to know and love during those nearly six years
in Geneva. But there was a lot going for us as we returned to one of
our homes, especially the built-in family and friends, on whom we
heavily relied in our readjustment. Cousins, aunts, uncles, and a
paternal grandmother helped ease our way back into Ecuador. To
top it off, Natalie’s original play group, which we joined when she
was one year old, before we went to Boston, was still meeting.These
friends called us within a few days of our arrival to ask us, “Well,
are you coming to the Spielgruppe on Friday?” (Two of these friends
and the originators of the group are from German origins, and thus
named it in German.) “What?” I asked, surprised. “But the kids are
all big now. Do you guys still really meet every week?” “Of course!
But the rules have changed,” they explained eagerly. “Now, we still
rotate houses, but when it’s your turn you have to prepare a great
meal and provide wine, and it actually doesn’t matter if the kids
come along.” Despite the new flexibility, most of the children still
came along. I was surprised but relieved.This gave my three children
an instant group of friends who loved them unconditionally and had
known them since birth. Friends like these create positive emotional
links to the culture as well as the language and eased our reintegra-
tion tremendously. I cannot emphasize how much importance I
place on these types of support systems. “Play groups” may sound
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juvenile and focused on the children, but they also actually serve a
huge support system role for parents.

We got additional help adjusting back into Ecuadorian life from
the German School of Quito, which had a warm and welcoming
administration and good teachers. Mateo’s teachers in kindergarten
introduced him on the first day as “Mateo, from Switzerland,” and
he played the charade, telling everyone he was Swiss. Gabriel set-
tled in with a small group of friends who were quiet but smart and
creative. Natalie had a harder time, because she was older and most
of the kids in her class had been together since kindergarten, mak-
ing it hard for her to break into groups. Eventually, however, advice
to “be herself” and let whoever was “lucky enough” appreciate her
proved itself good counsel, and she made a solid core of friends as
well, to our relief, with whom she is still close to today. Sometimes
there is nothing more anguishing for a parent to worry about than
how well your children will fit into a new school, neighborhood, or
language. Schools can and should aid in this orienting process; when
they do this, they help their students focus on the task of learning.
It was a burden off our minds to see the kids fit back in, despite the
initial months of social bumps and emotional bruises.

My husband had a busy job, which meant he often worked very
long hours and traveled, but he was sure to be home every weekend.
He made special efforts to be at school events, which meant the
world to the kids. I remember he even postponed his arrival to a
summit by half a day to be at the inauguration of the Sports Day at
school—the kids and I were so pleased his priorities stayed in place
throughout all the pressure he experienced at work. I appreciate
how lucky we are; many families I counsel have troubles with their
multilingual lifestyle precisely because one of the parents works
such long hours that they have very little time with the children,
thus resulting in less language, not to mention other aspects of par-
enting. I began working at a university, but tried to limit my teach-
ing hours to the mornings when the kids were in school. The
children’s overall language experience was Spanish in the commu-
nity, English at home, and German in the school environment. The
main drawback of relying on the school for German, however, was
a phenomenon that is growing around the world in the entire sys-
tem. The make-up of the student body at the German school was
heavily Ecuadorian, not German. Barely 3 percent of the families
are German-German make up, with both parents and the child com-
ing from Germany for a temporary stay in Ecuador.Though the Ger-
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man school system around the world was originally established after
World War II as a gesture of goodwill and to cater to the many Ger-
mans living outside of the country, now it serves people interested
in a German education and descendents of German immigrants.The
majority of students at the German school in Quito are Ecuadorians
who are second- or third-generation Germans whose parents speak
Spanish at home. This makes maintaining a quality German envi-
ronment very difficult within the school walls.The “playground lan-
guage” is overwhelmingly Spanish. Even newly arrived German
children are co-opted into playing all recess games in Spanish. In
effect, the only German the children have is in the classrooms with
their professors.The quality of German was getting harder to main-
tain at an appropriate age level because there were fewer Germans.
To complicate matters, German was getting harder as the kids grew
older and their textbooks more complicated—so much so that we
asked the children if they wanted to change to the National Section,
in which they could have their instruction in Spanish.They reminded
us that, technically, none of them had ever been schooled in Span-
ish before arriving in Quito.Additionally, they stubbornly defended
their place in the German group and felt very close to the German
culture as well. So we decided to hire a tutor to support the chil-
dren’s developing German skills, a former German school teacher
who knew the system well and understood the challenges facing the
kids. He came once or twice weekly and helped with whatever
homework was pressing, corrected old tests, and basically got the
kids to use the language in meaningful ways.There were many times
when we first returned to Ecuador when we discussed, especially
with Natalie, whether we should continue with the German system—
mainly because the level was getting beyond what my husband and
I could help with easily. We nearly dropped German completely at
this stage, prompted by the increasing difficulty level and some
school officials’ advice. But we stuck with it and, with the help of
the tutor, made our way through Natalie’s fifth and sixth grade, two
extremely challenging grades that added several new academic sub-
jects. We were very fortunate to be able to afford this type of sup-
port. I am not sure if we would have continued if we hadn’t had the
resources to hire someone with language knowledge that we
lacked. I realize this is a limitation many families face, and we were
fortunate.

But I have seen other less costly solutions, too. For example, I
know of schools that provide after-school homework help in the
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target language. I have also seen many a family do what we did in
Switzerland and organize play dates with native speakers in order to
use the language in meaningful contexts, as well as to strengthen
growing friendships. Other solutions can be found through language
exchange dates as well, where there is an agreement to use one lan-
guage at one person’s house and then another when the visit is
repaid. I have seen excursions arranged around languages in which
children bring friends to the movies shown in the target language.
And I have also watched parents learn the language alongside their
child, keeping up with them grade after grade. This shows a deep
interest in the child’s schoolwork but also requires much devotion
on the parent’s part. I also watched our own children’s language
skills evolve to the point where Natalie began to be her brothers’
best tutor. By the time she entered the seventh grade she was a bet-
ter academic support to her brothers than any paid tutor could have
been. All of these solutions work, depending on the family situa-
tions.We were in Quito for three years, and the children were nine,
eleven, and twelve when we moved again—this time to Lima, Peru.

Peru

We moved to Lima in 2006, and the children joined the Humboldt
German School there. They remained in the German section of the
school, as opposed to the Spanish section, meaning that all subjects,
except for Spanish, English, French, and Peruvian History are taught
in German. I admit that I was worried about how the kids would take
the change, but they were great and made us so proud of their adapt-
ability. Granted, the cultural change was mild moving from Quito to
Lima in comparison to the change from Geneva; but, though no one
can say change is ever entirely seamless, they managed to make it
look easy.They jumped right into the middle of school year, because
Lima is in the southern hemisphere and August is midterm, meaning
that Natalie and Gabriel skipped into the next grades (eighth and
sixth) and Mateo finished up third grade with shining colors.

I was able to take a two-year sabbatical from my university job
and completed my doctorate during this time.This meant I was able
to work at home and be available whenever my kids were. This
might sound like I was perched in the perfect position to be a good
mom, but I found that even when parents try to be abreast of every-
thing that goes on in school and with their kids, things go amiss.
Even when I was the parent rep for Mateo’s class I realized that so
much goes on between kids and different teachers that even if you



make parenting a full-time job, you never meet your own expecta-
tions of being able to look into the crystal ball of your kids’ minds.
Luckily our family’s communication channels are good. We try to
have as many meals together as possible during the week, and we
normally keep weekends to ourselves so the five of us have time to
be together at once. While in Peru, we were lucky enough to live
close to my husband’s job, and he was often able to join us for lunch
when he wasn’t traveling.Again we asked the kids if they wanted to
change to the Spanish section or attend an international school, and
again they refused. Natalie was most articulate about her reasons,
and she made it clear that she felt more comfortable within the Ger-
man group than with the Peruvians, because she had been schooled
with Germans her whole life but was meeting the Peruvians for the
first time. The majority of her classmates were Peruvians, ironically,
but were second- or third-generation Germans—similar to our situ-
ation in Quito.

In Lima, the linguistic situation remains as it was in Quito—English
in the home with me, Spanish with their father and the community,
and German, Spanish, and English at school. Natalie also started
French again, as is the custom of German Schools around the world
in the ninth grade.We have been able to take trips with the children,
enjoy the museums and theater, and see some things that might not
have been possible in Ecuador. Having said that, I am sure that when
this stay comes to an end and we return to Ecuador once again,
there will be mixed feelings, as always. Each time we change coun-
tries, however, I see an amazing maturation in the kids—in particular—
and in our family as a whole. We have talked about ceasing the
traveling now that the kids are older. Ironically, they are the ones
who tell us we “shouldn’t close any doors” on work options. Natalie
says she would “go out” again, but only to a big city, such as Berlin,
Paris, or Washington, D.C. Gabriel says he’ll do what we all want to
do, being by far the most easygoing of the three. Mateo says he
would only go if it was to Boston (where he was born, but of which
he has no memory) or Geneva (to play with his friends again). Only
time will tell if we move again after we leave Peru, but it’s great to
know the option is there.

FOUR LANGUAGES

The four languages in my children’s lives have varied in the inten-
sity of their presence, with the exception of English, which has
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remained relatively the same since my original debacle in Boston.
When we were in the United States the children learned English and
Spanish, with Spanish receiving far less quality input than English,
which was also the community language. In Switzerland, I used Eng-
lish, which was a constant because I was home with the children
more than my husband was at the time. Spanish was also a constant
but was less frequently used. French was the community language,
and the children had classes at school as the “second language.” Ger-
man was the school language and was used for roughly five hours a
day. In Ecuador this shifted, and, although English use remained con-
stant, Spanish increased dramatically and became the community
language. French all but disappeared except through the videos we
brought back and the friendships that were kept up. German
remained the school language, but the quality and quantity were
reduced in the new school population. In Peru, English use remained
constant, and the strength of Spanish remained as well. French
returned in force for Natalie as part of the German school curricu-
lum beginning in the ninth grade. German remained the school lan-
guage and was strengthened relatively simply because the number of
native German speakers was slightly greater than it had been in
Ecuador.As a result of the academic training in German and Spanish
over the years, as well as the home and school support of English, I
am very pleased to say that my children have learned to read and
write with considerable accuracy in these three languages. Natalie is
beginning to launch into literacy skills in French now, and although
it is not as easy for her as speaking French, she is doing well.

Before the children began their schooling, we knew that they
would be learning to read and write in German. However, we
decided as a family that learning to read and write in English and
Spanish were also priorities, and so we devised a literacy plan that,
I now realize, was the perfect answer to our situation. We realized
that the German school does not teach children to read or write
until they enter first grade, when they are about six. Based on this,
we decided to teach them to read in English at home before they
would do so in German. I created an early reading program at a local
center and we taught four- and five-year-olds to read and write in
English before the French and German systems begin teaching them
at age six or seven. We had many excited parents join the program
who said that they had thought of doing this on their own but did
not know how to do so successfully. Often they doubted their own

196 Living Languages



expertise in being able to support their children in learning to read
or write. Little did they know that enthusiasm and some simple
tools, like good workbooks, go a long way.We held workshops with
parents, gave them a space to share their concerns, talked about the
importance and value of learning to read in English, and also talked
about the necessity of “letting it go” when the children began to for-
mally learn to read and write in the school language.Why? My gut
feeling was related to the conflict in authority. What happens when
mommy says to write the letter “f” one way, and the teacher says to
do it another? What happens when the child learns that “R” is pro-
nounced one way by mom, and a different way by the teacher? One
reason to restrain from pushing multiliteracy skills simultaneously is
that there can be a conflict psychologically. There can also be one
linguistically. Learning two similar things, such as languages that
share the same alphabet, is harder than learning two distinct things,
such as learning two languages with distinct writing systems.This is
why it is harder for someone to learn to play the flute and the oboe
(two wind instruments) simultaneously than to learn to play the
flute and the guitar (a wind instrument and a string instrument)
simultaneously. In our case, by teaching the children to read in their
home language prior to school literacy instruction in the second or
third language, we assured them of a strong literacy base when it
came to metalinguistic understandings about print, as well as
assured a firm foundation upon which to build future skills.

One day, out of the blue, when Natalie was in ninth grade she said
she wouldn’t mind going abroad again, but she thought that going
someplace with a completely new language would be harder to
adapt to. When I asked her to explain, she said, “Well, like, Italy
would be okay, because Italian is just so easy, like Spanish and
French. Or Brazil or Portugal, because that’s also the same. But
Japanese; now that would be hard, because it’s just so unlike any-
thing I know.” When I told her that sometimes learning things that
are really different is actually easier, she didn’t respond immediately.
Then I told her she had one of the highest aptitudes for foreign lan-
guage I had ever seen in a person, and no matter what new language
she faced, she would succeed. She was a little flustered, and said,
“Yeah, I know. I mean I know I could do it, but it would just be
harder.” I hope that this youthful self-confidence never abandons
my children, because I honestly believe that understanding you can
do something is half the battle.
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THREE CHILDREN

I should preface this section by saying that I am the mother of a
teen and two preadolescents, meaning that anything I say can and
will be held against me at some point in my future as a mother, so I
will exercise a bit of caution in my normally overzealous descrip-
tions of my nearly perfect kids and how they live their multilingual
lives.

Natalie invited two girlfriends over for lunch after school one day.
The three just-fourteen-year-olds walked in the door jabbering away
in German about the music teacher who had “done his best” to
“humiliate” the girls by asking them to sing solos in class. Pink-
flushed faces grinning broadly in a purely adolescent mixture of
pride and embarrassment, they related how awkward it was to sing
the Beatles (in this day and age), and be corrected about their Eng-
lish pronunciation by the German teacher. In perfect English they
switched to an exchange about what George and Ringo would have
thought of the idea. Upon seeing my husband come in the door they
changed to Spanish and conversed throughout lunch in that lan-
guage only. Mateo, my nine-year-old, said he did something new in
music as well and promptly burst into We Wish You a Merry Christ-
mas in four languages between mouthfuls of chaufa, a Peruvian ver-
sion of fried rice. He began in English, then Italian, then Spanish,
and finally German. His only error was that in Spanish instead of
saying “prospero año” (which means “prosperous New Year”), he
said “peruano” (which means “Peruvian”), and we all cracked up.
Gabriel, eleven, took this light moment to tell me he had detention
the next day for forgetting his English homework, again. “But, Ma!
It’s just present perfect and plain past and that’s boring!” (I don’t
recall being able to label verb tenses until high school, and that was
when I learned Spanish.)

When the girls left the table they went into Natalie’s room and
returned to German as they tackled their homework. Gabriel and
Mateo played in English with Spanish on the TV in the background.

I recently asked nine-year old Mateo which of his three languages
he knew best. “I don’t know,” he said.

“Well, which do you speak best?” I said, trying to pry an answer
from him.

“English,” he said definitively.
“Which do you read best?”
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“Spanish,” he said without a blink.
“Which do you write best?” I asked curiously.
“German,” he said, reminding me he wrote a ten “chapter” book

over the vacation in German.
“So what’s your best language?” I persisted.
“English, I guess,” he said thoughtfully.
“Why do you say that?” I asked.
“Because you speak more than you read or write.” The logic of a

nine-year-old—excellent!
When I asked Gabriel, my eleven-year-old, which language he knew

best he showed less definitive responses.“What’s your best language?”
“English,” he said immediately, looking at me for confirmation.
“English?” I asked again.
“Well, yeah,” he responded, unsure this time.
“What language do you think in most?”
“English. Except when I think about numbers.When I count, they

mix together.”
“What do you mean?” I pressed, fascinated.
“Like I start off with ichi, ni, san, shi . . ”
“In Japanese?” I asked in disbelief.
“Yes, but then I find myself thinking ‘five, six, seven . . .,’ then

‘ocho, nueve, diez,’ then ‘elf, swelf . . . .,” he explained thoughtfully.
“Why do you think that is?” I pressed.
“Well, maybe because numbers are more important in Japanese,”

he said logically.
“What do you mean ‘more important’?” I asked, now perplexed.
“Well, if I count wrong in judo, the sensei hits me with the belt,”

he said as he looked up to the left, smiling mischievously, recalling
past situations.

“Hmm, so you always start in Japanese, just in case?” I said with
a grin.

“I guess so,” he replied, smiling, realizing that what he just said is
a bit curious.

“But you just finished doing all that math in German,” I said,
pointing out his homework notebook.

“But those were word problems in math, not real numbers,” he
clarified. I am struck by his distinction and metalinguistic awareness.
He knows that math can be either in words or in numbers.

“I see.What language do you write the most?” I asked, turning the
subject slightly.
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“English. Sometimes German. Other times Spanish,” he
responded matter-of-factly.

“What language do you read in the most?” I asked, trying to get
a more definitive answer.

“English,” he said without a second thought, but then he added,
“for fun. But German for school. Sometimes Spanish for fun and
school, though.” It seems we will not be able to nail this down
either.

“So English, or German, or Spanish?”
“All three. It depends,” he said, looking at me like I just don’t get

it. I give up prying for the answer—for now.
I asked my fourteen-year-old a similar question, but I prefaced it

with some information about languages. “You know, I am reading
something that says it’s really rare to find a person who is a perfectly
balanced bilingual, meaning that they can use their languages with
equal fluency.What do you think your best language is?”

“Well, if you don’t count French, I am a perfectly balanced multi-
lingual. French is behind German, English, and Spanish.”

“Do you really think you manage all those languages equally?”
“Well, maybe I’m a better writer in German because I write more

in German, but if I wanted to, I guess I could be just as good a writer
in Spanish. Or English. But listening, all three are the same; French
[listening] is almost the same, but a little behind.”

I was fascinated with her understanding that fluency is related to
the amount of time spent in the language. She recognized that she
writes better in German primarily because she spend more time
doing so, not because German is any easier than the other lan-
guages. These three children have grown up with the same parents,
but their life experiences have greatly colored their success with
their languages. Languages are just a piece of their being, however,
it does not define them.

Natalie is great in physics, does well in biology and chemistry, and
gets decent grades in history/culture, math, German, French, Span-
ish and English, but if you ask her, she’ll probably say she prefers her
theater elective over any academic class. Gabriel is a walking Guin-
ness Book of World Records. He has a great mind for his culture/
history/society class and enjoys biology. He is famous within the
family for memorizing wildly useless statistics and facts, and for
being a wonderful artist. He has invented a new series of comic strip
figures, rewritten several Greek myths, and made a couple of videos
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with his Lego figures. Mateo, on the other hand, is the math king of
the family. He thinks in numbers. If you ask him what the weather
is like, it is probable that he will tell you, “It’s nineteen degrees, and
since it’s the twelfth of May, there are just thirty-nine more days
until June twenty-first, which is when summer starts in the north
and winter starts in the south, so here in Lima, it’ll probably be
colder tomorrow.” But if you ask, he’ll say his favorite class is sports.
He is a very physical kid and loves soccer and swimming, as well as
judo, and he is more active than the other four of us combined.

These three children have very different gifts and are wonderful
in three different ways. Most parents, I’m sure, understand the irony
of working so hard to be consistent parents only to find results so
different. Each chapter in life adds a bit more understanding to this
puzzle of parenthood. Again, ironically, we don’t master this until
the kids are nearly grown.

TWO NATIONALITIES

My husband is Ecuadorian, and we all carry Ecuadorian diplo-
matic passports as a result.The children and I are also American and,
as such, carry U.S. passports. We are some of the 20 percent of
Americans who own passports, and part of a much smaller number
with dual nationality. Why do we have two nationalities? Conve-
nience is the primary reason. It is much faster entering and leaving
the United States as an American these days because of the Home-
land Security Act. But you might ask if they know we’re also
Ecuadorian? Sure, they do. The world’s computer bases are all
linked. The minute I flash my U.S. passport, they also see my
Ecuadorian information; but this doesn’t matter so much these days.
Hundreds of thousands of families are exactly like our own, and we
are also the families most likely to travel, making our passport iden-
tities uninteresting to immigration authorities.The larger question is
not which documents you carry, but how they make you feel.

Is it possible to divvy up loyalties between nationalities? Doesn’t
this make us patriotically schizophrenic on some level? I think it’s
important to talk about our nationalities because I think many
sense that it is like having a space for language in the brain; if you
divide it, you can never be fully competent in one or the other.
Whereas we now know that this is ridiculous (it is indeed possible
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to be multilingual as well as proficient), the answer to single versus
multiple nationalities is a political one and involves more people.
Personally, my second nationality is similar to my married last
name, which is added on to my maiden name (Tokuhama-Espinosa).
One does not replace the other but is an addition to my whole.

I have never been asked to split my loyalties between Ecuador
and the United States. I became Ecuadorian because Ecuadorian
law obliged me to do so, which was recognized by the U.S. govern-
ment, as it is in thousands of cases per year. My children, on the
other hand, were given the two nationalities upon birth. If you were
to ask them where they come from, I think you will find that all
three have different answers. Mateo is sure he is from Boston,
although he only physically lived there from birth to three months.
Natalie and Gabriel, who were born in Quito, quickly respond that
they are both, dual nationality being as legitimate as single. Their
view reminded me of a thesis work David Pollock told me he was
supervising concerning a woman who made the case that “interna-
tional” qualified as its own culture.That is, being from the American
culture and the Ecuadorian culture could legitimately be replaced by
being from the international culture. I found this fascinating. Pollock
believes that these are signs of the times. It is getting more and more
difficult to pigeonhole children who have been brought up around
the world. They do not commit to either their birthplace or their
passport country; they are citizens of the world. As I reflect on this
I remember that when Gabriel was seven, he had a week in which
he claimed four different origins. On Monday, he made an oral pres-
entation about Japan, because he is Japanese. On Tuesday, he was
Ecuadorian, because we had a charity drive for homeless children in
Quito, and he brought pictures from his birth country. On Wednes-
day, he was American, because the Boy Scout group met and sang
cowboy camp songs in the forest. On Sunday, he was American
Indian, because the church was organizing Thanksgiving and he
identified with his great-great grandfather, Charlie Hawk, my
mother’s mother’s father, an Indian. Did he feel schizophrenic
because of these identities? On the contrary—I never saw him so
proud to be able to claim such rich heritage as his own. Pollock
writes that with third culture kids, it ultimately boils down to a sin-
gle reflection: Home is not necessarily where you were born, which
passport you carry, or the country you spent the most time in. Home
is where your family is.
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ONE HOME

I grew up in Berkeley, California, and attended public schools all
my life.After high school, I picked the point furthest on the map for
college simply because I wanted to see more of the country. I went
to Boston University, where I met Cristian, who would become my
husband. Cristian grew up in Quito, Ecuador, and attended the Ger-
man School of Quito his entire life. After high school, he went to
Washington, D.C., to brush up on his English for a semester, and
then he came to Boston. Our married life has carried us to five dif-
ferent countries: Japan, Ecuador, the United States, Switzerland, and
Peru.We have raised our three dual-nationality children in four lan-
guages: English, Spanish, German, and French. Contrary to where
my unhidden passions lie, languages do not define our family; our
family defines its languages. As with any other family, life has
offered us many choices, some of which have been very painful,
such as leaving friends and family for better jobs. This comes with
the job description and life we have chosen. Adopting to a new
country and culture for years on end, making friends who you know
you will leave, choosing to integrate without assimilating are all part
of it. As I read over these words I realize how truly lucky we have
been as a family. Though many of the moves we have made were
bumpy at the start, they all resulted in growth—both together, as a
family, and toward each other. I see my kids as being each other’s
best friends.They are a solid crew. But I also realize how fragile this
all is.

In the diplomatic corps, the rate of divorce is probably double that
of the average population. Asking families to pull up and ship out
because the head of the household has just been assigned some-
where is a great sacrifice. The military, businesses, and missionary
corps are subject to the same kind of uprooting. As the world
becomes more globalized, being sent to Hong Kong is becoming as
common as being sent to New York.The nature of political relations
also means the United States has more troops abroad these days
than ever before in our history; in many cases, for every person
assigned to a new unit, two to four more follow along as family
members. Whereas many of these families stay centralized and a
faux American lifestyle can be maintained on the base, the move
away from friends at home, and the need to invest in new ones
abroad remain challenges. Companies are beginning to recognize
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the cost of poorly planned moves as well. In a study I reported in
The Multilingual Mind it was noted that for every failed transfer,
thousands of dollars are lost. This means choosing the right person
for the job is not enough anymore; companies have to ensure that
the entire family is on board with the change. Instead of waiting for
multinationals, the military, the church, and the foreign service to
catch up, however, each family can its own steps.

This book is about languages, and languages are about communi-
cation. The single most important element of my own family’s abil-
ity to use our country upheavals to our advantage has been
communication.Why do you want to go? Why do you want to stay?
What would be best for the children? How can we make this work?
I recall that when my husband was first posted in Peru, we had many
a “discussion” about what would be best for the children. It was
December and we had just finished building our house in Quito and
planned on moving in January. Cristian was to begin his new job, if
he took it, in February. I recalled that when we moved the children
from Geneva in March and put them into school in April, it was one
of the worst decisions we had ever made. There was no chance for
real closure; the kids joined the school with three months left in the
school year—a time when the local kids were consolidating all their
friendships and uninterested in new ones. I promised myself we
would not do that to the children again. To complicate things, Peru
is in the southern hemisphere, meaning that the school year actually
starts in March and ends in December. Should we move the kids
when their northern hemisphere year ends (in July) or when their
new southern hemisphere school ends (in December)? We decided
to move in August, which was when the Lima school had their half-
year break, and which gave the children enough time to end the
school year with proper closure. We knew that they would also be
near a summer boredom stage and would probably welcome the
change. The point is that this decision was long, laborious, and
painful. It was discussed, shouted about, and explored with teachers,
schools, friends, family, and—especially—the kids themselves. Even
though my husband could have insisted that we all go together in
February, he didn’t. Instead, he chose to commute every weekend
for five months until the kids and I moved.That is, instead of asking
four members of the family to sacrifice and move when we weren’t
ready, he sacrificed for all of us. This is a flexibility I have not seen
in some families I know. I have a girlfriend from El Salvador who
married a German.At the time they both worked for the same phar-
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maceutical company, but when they married, one had to quit
because company policy didn’t allow in-company relations, so my
girlfriend stepped down from her post. They lived for years in
Ecuador on one of his postings and had just built a house when one
afternoon she announced to us that they would be leaving in ninety
days for company headquarters in Germany. She looked shocked by
the whole thing but explained, “What can you do? We have to fol-
low him wherever he goes.” She was resigned to make the most of
her change, and I admired her loyalty to her husband. But at the
same time I couldn’t help but feel the inequality in their relation-
ship.That is not the home I want to make, I decided then and there,
and luckily, my partner in this adventure agrees. It would be easy to
say, “This is where the work is,” and follow it. But the truth of the
matter is that building a home is more than the sum of careers.

I will close by writing that I know it is rare to find a spouse who
believes in this kind of a partnership, but hopefully it is becoming
more common in today’s world. It is also rare to be blessed with the
choices we have been able to have about which schools to place our
children in, whether to pay for a tutor or not, and the luxury of
being able to maintain home visits and ties to our cultures in the
ways we do. It is also rare to have three wonderfully diverse children
who work so well together and who love one another.

What is not rare is the search for all of the above.Wanting some-
thing is not the same as being willing or able to work for it. I have
seen hundreds of families with far fewer resources be equally or
even more successful than we have been at building a multilingual
family. What they lacked in resources, they made up with love and
perseverance. Paul and Marge, for example, were not lucky enough
to have ever met their father, who left their mother for another
woman when they were infants.Their mother, however, got back up
on her feet and used her tenacity of spirit and devotion to her chil-
dren to create opportunities for them that could have easily been
lost by someone with less love for her children. She fought to make
her house a home and succeeded. Originally from Rwanda, she
spoke French and English and had learned German. She used those
language skills to begin work at the United Nations and was quickly
promoted to areas of more responsibilities. Her children attended
the subsidized German school (as their father was a national), where
they also learned German, French, and English. She used this plat-
form to find an even more attractive job and moved to the Nether-
lands, where the children added Dutch to their repertoire. This
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woman and I share very different stories, but we have fortunately
both reaped the successes of forming homes that are launching pads
for our children. Maria is another example.Also a single mother, her
two children were abandoned by their father when they were just
four and six. Perhaps this is even harder than the earlier case,
because these children knew their father, but from one day to the
next he was gone. Maria placed the children in a bilingual school for
low-income families in California, and this experienced changed
their lives. By strengthening their Spanish while learning English,
these two children also gained confidence in other subject areas and
have become good students.The children stay extended hours at the
school because Maria has a full-time job and needs the income, but
she is careful to supervise their homework after she returns from
work each evening. Maria could have given up and abandoned her
dreams, but she chose to make this problem an opportunity. She
sought out resources in her area, and she realized the importance of
bilingualism in the workforce; after all it had helped her get her job
at the hospital. She understood that the key out of this cycle of
poverty was by getting her children the best possible education,
which she knows includes languages.

My family has been lucky, but we have also worked hard. Inde-
pendent of what you start with, resources are out there to be found
and used. I have also seen hundreds of families with all the resources
in the world who failed miserably at their attempts to build multilin-
gual homes; money doesn’t buy happiness, which is where we close.
Languages are a gift, which can open the doors to economic oppor-
tunity, to cultural sensitivity, and to self-knowledge. They are tools
for living, but they are not life itself. Having all the ingredients does
not make the delicacy; knowing how to mix the ingredients in the
right balance is where good cooking and good parenting come into
play. Living languages is an ongoing, dynamic process. Families can
change, and the roles we play within them shift. The languages we
invest in are a part of our home design, and they should be thought
about carefully and always used to their maximum potential.
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