COMILLAS

UNIVERSIDAD PONTIFICIA
YR T

What influences a bilingual child’s simultaneous

language acquisition?

Author: Laura Alberich Arias
Director: Andrew Samuel Walsh

Degree: Doble Grado en Traduccién e Interpretacion y Bachelor in Global
Communication

27 /1 April /1 2021
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences

Department of Translation and Interpretation and Multilingual Communication






ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

To my parents, who had the foresight and the courage to embark on a journey to an unknown
land with three toddlers.
To my family, spread across the globe, for their love and support.



CONTENTS

00 A 101 1 oo [F s [0 o OSSPSR 1
1.2 State of the issue and theoretical framework ............ccocoiiiiiiiiieic e, 2
1.2.1 Bilingualism: @ defiNitioN ........c.oooviiiiie i 2
1.2.2 Bilingualism in young children: language acquUISItioN............ccccceveiiieninenesieieeee, 3

1.2.3 Influences of language characteristics on language acquisition: prestige and

(010001 0] L= YU SPSPSPRRS 4
1.2.4 Influences of the home environment: parents’ attitudes and actions ..............cceevvvenne 4
1.2.5 Influences of social contexts: school and social environment ............ccccocvvvviinieienen, 5
1.3 ODJeCtiVES and QUESTIONS. ......cuviieiiieitiitesii ettt bbbt 6
I S V1= 1 ToTo (o] [0 | TSSO U PR PR UROP PP 10
1.5 ANAlYSIS @N0 QISCUSSTON ....cvviiiiiiiiieite sttt 11
1.6 Conclusions and SUGGESTIONS .........ccueiuiriiriirieeieieie ettt 34
O A () =] 1= o0 PSSR 38



1.1 Introduction

In today’s international world, where higher rates of personal mobility can be observed, there
is an increasing number of intercultural marriages and households (Wilczek-Watson, 2017).
Consequently, there is an increasing number of children growing up in bilingual environments,
some even inhabiting a country that provides them with a third language. Although there are
already several theories surrounding the phenomenon of bilingualism, it is an academic field
that is still relatively new, and, at times, this phenomenon is even taken for granted or regarded
as happening effortlessly and naturally for bilingual individuals. A more personal motive that
has incentivised this study is my own experience growing up with four languages (Spanish,
English, French and German) from the age of eleven. Having profited from a very enriching,
polyglot upbringing has led me to want to discover more about this area of knowledge and

provide information for others.

Based on these motives, my dissertation will address the topic of bilingualism in children and
teenagers (spanning an age range of 0-18 years old). Specifically, it aims to determine how a
child’s ability and willingness to learn and speak two or more languages is affected by
factors found in the language itself, in the home environment, and in social contexts. The
purpose of this dissertation is to provide more information regarding a topic that is becoming
ever-more relevant and important in our society, with the hope of providing a better
understanding on how bilingualism in children is affected by the factors mentioned above. It is
a topic that I believe is not only of interest for bilingual families but would also bring value to
society in general as well as to the field of research in sociolinguistics, amongst others.

My hope is that the conclusions drawn from my dissertation will aid parents in better
understanding the possible linguistic scenarios that can occur when raising a child in a bilingual
household. Indeed, it could also help all those involved in other social areas of a child’s life,
having gained more knowledge on the influences that a child’s social environment can have on
their language learning. Lastly, another endeavour | have with this dissertation is that
bilingualism be regarded not as a naturally occurring phenomenon but instead as a complex
process of trying and learning which may require patience but is, in my opinion, indisputably

very worthwhile.



1.2 State of the issue and theoretical framework

1.2.1 Bilingualism: a definition

It is hard, if not nearly impossible, to settle on a single definition for bilingualism, and the main
reason is that, just as each language is a living, developing entity, bilingualism remains “a
dynamic, rapidly developing field” (Hyltenstam & Obler, 1989:1). Nevertheless, numerous
attempts have been made to define it: in 1933, Bloomfield stated that bilingualism “resulted
from the addition of a perfectly learned foreign language to one’s own, undiminished native
tongue” (Bhatia & Ritchie, 2004:8). Unfortunately, Bloomfield neglected to give a concrete
definition of what he meant by “perfectly learned”. Weinreich opted for a broader definition,
declaring bilingualism as being “the alternate use of two languages” (Bhatia & Ritchie,
2004:8), a definition which leaves room for us to question whether a person who, for whichever
reason, does not make use of a second language for an uncertain period of time, thus becoming
a temporarily dormant language, can still be referred to as a bilingual individual.

The dilemma of trying to define bilingualism is not at all surprising considering the myriad of
different bilingual scenarios that can occur and the scope of the influence that languages have
in shaping even how we perceive reality, as was once believed due to the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis (Al-Sheikh Hussein, 2012). Moreover, “the language of a given society reflects the
needs of that society” (Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2001:71), thus we can say that languages form an
integral part of our everyday lives and our interpersonal relationships. Nonetheless, the
definition that | feel best defines the matter at hand whilst also reflecting its complexity is the

following:

“Bilingualism refers to the phenomenon of competence and communication in two

languages...” (Lam, 2001:93)

In my opinion, despite the research dedicated to its study and the extent of the literature that
has been published, to this day, bilingualism remains a phenomenon which has the potential to
evolve and the inevitability of it being experienced in a different way for each bilingual

individual and household.



1.2.2 Bilingualism in young children: language acquisition

As touched upon previously, one of the complexities of bilingualism lies in the fact that there
are endless possibilities to the types of bilingual scenarios and situations that can occur. These
are influenced, among other factors, by the language combinations, the use of each language,
the length of time that a family has spent living abroad as a way of exposing the child to a
foreign language. ..etc. Thus, the way in which a child acquires a language can also happen in
numerous ways. It is important to notice too that the degree of bilingualism is never static: a
‘dormant’ language can be reactivated at any point in a person’s lifetime, even in adulthood,
and simply because a certain language was more dominant throughout an adolescent’s years
does not mean that it will remain so throughout their entire life. As Harding-Esch and Riley
put it: “dominance in childhood can in no way determine patterns of dominance as an adult”

(Harding-Esch & Riley, 2003:45).

Nevertheless, despite the numerous different scenarios, bilingualism, in terms of language
acquisition, can be classified into two types: simultaneous and successive. In 1987,
McLaughlin defined simultaneous bilingualism as those scenarios where a child is exposed
to two languages between birth and the age of three, and successive bilingualism as those
scenarios where a child is exposed to a second language after the age of three (Barnes, 2006).

Once a child starts learning and speaking in the two languages, what can occur is that the child
will begin to mix the languages in their speech. Whilst this is something that can,
understandably, cause initial concern in the parents, it is deemed a necessary, almost positive,
stage of language acquisition. In other words, mixing is “a normal part of being a bilingual and
interacting with other bilingual speakers” (Byers-Heinlein & Lew-Williams, 2013:101). When
helping a child learn two languages simultaneously, there are techniques that can be applied to
aid the child to differentiate the two, such as the one-parent one-language technique (Ronjat,
1913), which can help the child distinguish the two languages, associating each language to a
parent or person. Although this theory has been long disproved and is deemed “neither
necessary nor sufficient for successful bilingual acquisition” (Byers-Heinlein, 2013:99), it is
still used by parents as a way of ensuring equal exposure to each language, given that
“relatively balanced exposure to the two languages is most likely to promote successful

acquisition of both of the languages” (Byers-Heinlein, 2013:100).

When considering what can motivate, dissuade, aid, or prevent a child from learning a

language, there are multiple factors that come into play beyond the strategies and actions that



can be done. To address these factors in a more narrowed and concise way, | chose to focus on
the influence of three factors in particular: the complexity and prestige of each language, the
parents’ attitudes and actions regarding the languages, and the influence of social contexts the
child may be exposed to (school, extracurricular activities etc.).

1.2.3 Influences of language characteristics on lanquage acquisition: prestige and complexity

A factor that cannot be neglected is that of the prestige of the language. When a language is
well reputed and regarded highly, a child may well be more motivated to learn that language,
or at least there will be a greater interest from a second party for the child to learn said language.
On the contrary, “a lower-status ethnic language is at risk not to be learned or to be later
forgotten, especially when the ethnic language receives little attention in school” (Dixon &
Zhao & Quiroz, 2012:544). This is due to the fact that “the prestige with which dialects are
regarded in a particular community may influence the acquisition of a new dialect” (Surek-
Clark, 2000:259), hence we should be aware of how we regard and behave towards languages

and dialects in our communities and societies.

Another factor intrinsic to the language is the complexity of the language. We can assume that
those languages that are found to be more complex to learn will result in a child obtaining less
proficiency in those languages over others. It should be mentioned that learning any language
is already challenging in itself but in the case of learning a language which is very different
from our native language, the process will be even harder, as | will explain in more detail
further on. Curiously, when a child is acquiring two languages simultaneously, the similarities
in phonology between the two languages will result in the child taking longer to distinguish
and separate the languages (Unsworth, 2013).

1.2.4 Influences of the home environment: parents’ attitudes and actions

It should come as no surprise that a rather significant influence in the learning of a language
for children is the attitudes with which the children and those who they model, such as their
parents, regard a language. As Colin Baker puts it: “in the life of a language, attitudes to that

language appear to be important in language restoration, preservation, decay or death” (Baker,

1992:9).



It is not only the attitudes towards the languages themselves but also the attitudes and replies
with which the parents react to their child’s use of language. When a child makes a mistake or
indeed code-mixes when speaking, the way the parent reacts can have a significant influence.
For example, if a parent reacts in a way that shows the child they have understood despite the
code-mixing, the child will be encouraged to carry on code-mixing and thus foment a bilingual
communication which, according to Lanza (1992), is effective when the child is 2 years old.
Directly linked to attitudes are our actions, given that attitudes are defined as “a hypothetical
construct used to explain the direction and persistence of human behaviour” (Baker, 1992:10).
In other words, the way we look at languages will direct the way we act with each language,
and therefore our attitudes and actions in regard to a language should be carefully considered
when determining the way languages are dealt with in the home. The parents’ linguistic choices
and interaction strategies (deciding whether to speak to a child in two languages or in only one
language) influence a child’s use of language (De Houwer, 1999). Indeed, “parental language
use is assumed to be the most influential factor on a young child’s language choice and

bilingual development before school age” (Mishina Mori, 2011:3123).

1.2.5 Influences of social contexts: school and social environment

Given that “language learning takes place only in a social milieu” (Hoff & Shatz, 2009:88), we
cannot disregard the importance and the influence that social contexts (i.e., school,
extracurricular activity groups, neighbours...) can have on a child’s ability and willingness to
learn and speak two languages. Of course, this factor entails a much more complex structure
than what | hope to delve into with the present study. Nonetheless, it is self-evident that a social
group has a powerful role in a child’s learning of a language. The group may provide very clear
rules on symbolic meaning and do so repeatedly till the child learns the new vocabulary.
Indeed, when talking to babies, mothers and caretakers tend to alter their speech and talk in
‘motherese’ (also known as ‘parentese’ (Dominey & Dodane, 2004) or infant-directed talk),
which has been deemed to aid in language acquisition (Kemler Nelson et al., 1989). This is one
of the reasons why language acquisition seems to be easier at a younger age, given that children
receive a greater language input than adults may do. The child’s environment can also provide
them with a social interaction which can regulate their communication and aid them in

language learning (Verga & Kotz, 2013).



However, at the same time, the social environment can also be a factor that impedes the
retention or learning of a language, especially in the case of minority languages, to which the
child is normally exposed to only in their home environment. This belief is supported by
Nyikos, who states:

Because children’s cognitive development and concomitant growth in new vocabulary
typically occurs most intensively in school, the language of the school quickly
dominates [...]. In this dynamic evolutionary linguistic flux, the norm is for the native

language to be rapidly supplanted by the dominant language (Nyikos, 2014:21).

Parents who see this occurring should take care to consciously expose their child(ren) to the
minority language as equally as they are exposed to the dominant language, perhaps doing
more activities with the language at home or attending extracurricular activities in which they

interact with others in the minority language.

1.3 Objectives and questions

The main goal of my dissertation was to determine what influences a bilingual child’s
willingness and ability to learn and speak two or more languages in order to better
understand the process of language acquisition in bilingual children. To reach this goal, my

objectives were to research into the different influential factors, focusing on three main areas:
a) intrinsic factors of a language such as perceived prestige and complexity;

b) factors that can be observed in the home environment of the child, such as the influence
of the parents’ interests and attitudes towards the languages, as well as the actions

made to learn the languages;

c) external factors such as the different social contexts where each language is used, e.g.,

school, extracurricular activities.

These factors were chosen taking into consideration the areas that most influence a child from
the ages of 0-18, the social context gaining more influence as the child grows up, and the
majority languages (languages spoken in their school and social spheres) having more impact
than the minority languages (languages spoken at home or with relatives), as previously

mentioned. The particular age range (0-18 years old) was chosen for this study because it is in
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this age range that an individual has a greater facility to acquire a language, as opposed to
adulthood, according to the Critical Period Hypothesis, a hypothesis which states that “there
is a limited developmental period during which it is possible to acquire a language [...] to
normal, nativelike levels. Once this window of opportunity is passed, however, the ability to
learn language declines” (Birdsong, 1999:1). It should be clarified that this theory does not
deny the possibility of an adult learning a language and becoming proficient in it. It merely
defends the idea that “there is an incremental decline in language learning abilities with age”
(Byers-Heinlein K., 2013:102) and therefore, parents would be well advised to use this window
of opportunity present at a young age, especially considering that “when a child is exposed to
a language [...] he is making connections in his brain which can be retraced later in life to
actually speak that language” (Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2001:18). Nevertheless, for those who are
motivated to learn a language, learning can happen at any age (Gardner, R. C., & Lambert, W.
E., 1959).

Prior to conducting my study, | had already formed various initial hypotheses based on my own
experience and on conversations with people who are also involved and experienced in this
field. I believed that, in regard to the influence of language prestige, a language with a greater
prestige, or a language that is deemed more ‘useful’ in comparison to others (whether it be
because it is spoken worldwide or because it is a gateway to professional opportunities in a
country which has a strong economy), would be acquired by children with greater ease since
they would generally have a greater interest in learning and speaking it. A language that does
not have prestige and instead is received with a negative attitude will mean a child might be
less willing to learn and speak it. Of course, since language prestige is a very subjective
concept, it is likely to vary across different cultures and countries. Indeed, the way we look at
a particular language in one country may possibly not be at all similar to the way in which that
same language is regarded in a different country. In my opinion, it would not be surprising to
find that people in Germany, for example, would be very keen to learn English, as it is the
lingua franca and thus may be regarded highly amongst Germans, whereas in England, people
may not be as eager to learn German, given that the German language is considered as a ‘cold’
language (an opinion which, due to my family ties with Germany, | do not support) and also

perhaps due to the influence of the history between the two countries.

Similar to the influence of language prestige, a language that is deemed as being ‘complex’
would mean a child would find it more difficult to achieve greater proficiency in said language

and would therefore be less keen to learn the language. | realise that ‘language complexity’ is
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also a rather subjective concept, and thus I would like to now clarify what | mean by it. From
my viewpoint and understanding, the ‘complexity’ of a language is dependent on the following
factors: firstly, a language can be objectively more or less complex, i.e., harder to learn,
understand and speak, depending on its grammar. An example is the definite article: if we
compare English with its one definite article, which has no gender, (‘the’), with German, where
there are three definite articles, one masculine, one feminine and one neutral (‘der’, ‘die’, and
‘das”), or four if we include the plural although it is the same as the definite article for the
singular feminine (‘die’), we can see where people may begin to think one language is more
complex than the other. Another example is the number of cases: German has four (nominative,
accusative, dative and genitive) which may seem many at first but, in fact, pales in comparison
with the 28 noun cases in Hungarian, or 17 noun cases, if you use Antal’s formal criteria
(Kiefer, 1987). Phonetics also plays a significant role in the learning and speaking of a
language, especially in the case of Asian languages, such as Chinese or Korean. Given the
subtle art of the intonations in these languages, they could be considered as ‘complex’ by a
person who is more accustomed to the phonetics of European languages. A third influential
factor is the number of similarities or disparities between languages (be it between two
languages that are being acquired simultaneously or between a native, first language and a
second language). Languages that belong to the same families will share similarities in
vocabulary and grammar, as is the case between French and Spanish, which are both romance
languages within the Indo-European language family (Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2001:83). These
similarities will result in the second language seeming ‘easier’ to learn, since the new words
and the sentence structures are not too different from the ones in the native/first language, or

between the two languages that a child acquires simultaneously.

The influence of a child’s home environment is rather considerable, especially in the first years.
The different factors present in the home environment would range from the parents’ attitudes
towards a language (directly influencing the way in which the parents act with the language
and therefore the amount and type of exposure to the language that a child receives) to the
activities that the parents engage in with the child as a way of facilitating language learning
and language retention. I hypothesised that, naturally, all these factors would influence a child’s
learning ability and willingness considerably, and that in a household where both languages
are regarded as equally important, and both receive the same amount of attention, a child would

want and be able to acquire both languages.



Finally, I believed that the social contexts (school, extracurricular activities, situations where
the child and a parent find themselves in a monolingual situation) would be influential in a
child’s learning of the language, since they could provide them with the chance to learn and
practice, acquiring also social cues and social skills. If the context facilitates and encourages
the learning of a language, we can deduce that a child would be likely to learn and speak that

language.

It should be clarified that this dissertation focused on families where both parents each have
their own native language and have therefore chosen to raise their children in a bilingual
environment. The case of immigrant children, who are forced to flee their country, sometimes
without their parents, and have to, by means of pure necessity as opposed to by choice, acquire
the language of their host country is a case that goes beyond the scope of what this dissertation
aims to research in terms of the political and psychological aspects of these particular scenarios.
By saying this, | do not wish to suggest that the research in this dissertation has no application
or use in these scenarios. On the contrary, in the case of factors such as language prestige and
the environments the children grow up in, this research could serve to show how important it
is to be aware of the value given to each language and the language use in differing social
contexts, and how these influences should be taken into consideration in the case of migrant

children and refugees.

| would also like to point out that this research could be equally as useful for those families
where the parents share the same native language but the family lives in a country where the
language is different from that of the parents. This scenario results in the children growing up
with two languages from birth, if they have been born in said “foreign’ country, or in growing
up with two languages from a young age, in those cases where the family moved to the foreign
country a few years after the children were born. Whilst the findings from my dissertation
would be applicable, or at least useful, to these cases, | chose to not focus on these scenarios,
as | preferred to narrow the studies to families where the parents do not share the same native
language, and thus, regardless of the country they live in, the children are, so to say,

‘predisposed’ to becoming bilingual.

A final disclaimer that | would like to state is that this dissertation focuses on the social aspects
of language learning and speaking and does not touch upon the neurological aspects of this

ample field of study. A neurological, or indeed a psychological, standpoint, despite drawing



my interest and curiosity, is one that I believe requires more depth of study and is somewhat

out of reach in terms of the focus of my career.

1.4 Methodology

In order to conduct the research for this dissertation, the methodology | used was divided into
two parts. The first consisted of an observation of material relevant to the topic that had already
been published. For this, | started by reading The Bilingual Family, a book written by Edith
Harding-Esch and Philip Riley, which provided a very useful introduction to the topic and an
understanding of some of the main theories regarding the subject. Once I had a solid foundation
and had begun to form my initial hypotheses, | started looking into publications in scientific
journals, focusing on the main theories touched upon in the book to explore them deeper. I also
examined other theories that | discovered from other, prominent authors in the field. Later on,
as a way of delving deeper into the field of my research, | read a second book, titled Raising
Multilingual Children, written by Tracey Tokuhama-Espinosa. This second book allowed me
to explore the process of language acquisition further, looking into factors such as the windows
of opportunity, as well as the influence of language aptitude, motivation and even siblings. It
also gave me an insight into topics beyond, yet still relevant to, my area of research, for
example, how the multilingual brain functions and the effects of languages on the left and right

brain hemispheres.

The second part of my methodology when conducting my research was in the form of a survey
that served as my primary source of research. When designing the surveys, | decided to make
two surveys, one in Spanish and a second one in English, with the aim of aiding the respondents
when answering the questions. Both surveys, although in different languages, had the same
questions, and the results from both were then combined for my analysis. The survey was aimed
at parents with the profile of each having their own native language, thus resulting in a bilingual
home and in the children being raised as bilinguals from birth. As | have already explained,
although I had the chance to, | chose not to include the profile of monolingual parents living in
a foreign country as part of the target audience for the survey since | wanted to examine solely
those scenarios where the children receive different language inputs from each parent and are
therefore predisposed to becoming bilingual from birth. Among the questions explored in this

survey were the language combinations, the children’s attitude towards each language, the
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influence of personal interests on the learning of a language, the use that is given to each
language etc. This primary research formed a vital role in determining whether my original
hypotheses were correct or not by helping me gain an insight into the different multilingual
scenarios that can and have occurred. It also was very useful in acquiring other interesting and

added feedback from the parents who chose to include comments as well as providing answers.

1.5 Analysis and discussion

As part of my research, | conducted a survey in Spanish and a survey in English, both with the
same questions, directed at parents who were raising or have raised their children bilingually.
Combining both surveys, | obtained thirty-eight replies. The first few questions served to give
me a profile for the children of the respondents (age, gender, language combination etc.). The

ages of the children ranged from 0-18 years old, and some were over 19 years old (23.7 %).

What ages do your children have?
14 responses

0-3

4-8
9-13 5 (35.7%)
14-18 5 (35.7%)

QOver 19 yrs old.

11



:Qué edad tienen sus hijos? (Marque cuantas apliquen).

24 responses

0-3 9 (37.5%)

4.8 9 (37.5%)

9-13 3 (12.5%)

14-18 5 (20.8%)

Mas de 19 afios. 6 (25%)

In terms of gender, it was almost equal, as shown by the graphs below.

What genders?

14 responses

Male 9 (64.3%)

Female 10 (71.4%)

Rather not to say. 0 (0%)

;Qué generos?
24 responses

Masculino 19 (79.2%)

Femenino 14 (58.3%)

Prefiero no decir.

12



The results obtained on the question regarding the language combinations were rather
interesting. From a broader standpoint, it was no surprise that the most common languages
selected were English, Spanish, French and German, but what I found particularly intriguing
were the specific combinations, which varied across the individual replies.

What are their language combinations? Click whichever apply.
14 responses

English 11 (78.6%)

Spanish 10 (71.4%)
French
German
Italian

Portuguese

Japanese 1(7.1%)

Chinese

Arabic
Russian
Swedish

0 (0%)
1(7.1%)
0 (0%)
1(7.1%)

0.0 25 5.0 7.5 10.0 12.5

¢Cuadl es la combinacion de idiomas con la que han crecido sus hijos? (Marque cuantas apliquen).
24 responses

Inglés
Espafiol
Francés
Aleman
Italiano
Portugués
Chino 1(4.2%)
Japonés 1(4.2%)
Arabe )
Ruso )
Catalan 1(4.2%)
Flamenco 1(4.2%)

24 (100%)

When | looked at each of the replies individually, | found that several people (13.2 % in total)
answered that their children had a combination of three languages (English/Spanish/French or
Spanish/English/German). There were three replies that had four languages in their
combination: English, Spanish, French and German, however this only occurred in the cases

of children aged over 19. The fact that this type of language combination constituted such a
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small percentage of all respondents surprised me, perhaps due to my biased preconception of

this combination being more common than it actually is.

In regard to the question about whether the children had spent time abroad, the answers
ranged from summer vacations to living in various countries for extended periods of time (for
example, Spain for twenty years; UK for eight years; Bangladesh for four years; Zimbabwe for
four years; Brazil for four years; Japan for four months... the list continues). As well as the
diversity of the countries the children have lived in, what intrigued me in regard to this question
was seeing that ‘only’ 50 % of all the respondents claimed that their children had spent time
abroad, living in a ‘foreign’ country. Of course, this seems natural when you consider that
having a parent for each language at home means it is not strictly necessary to travel to the
country where that language is spoken in order to be exposed to the language. Besides, | cannot
deny that uprooting an entire family and moving to another country, where the family has to
adapt, is not an easy task, although, in my mind, bilingual families are the families best suited
to do so and to succeed in it. We can also consider that perhaps some of the respondents were
not too clear on what | was asking in the survey. Nonetheless, | found it intriguing that, despite
growing up with several languages from birth, only half of the families have exploited the

opportunity of furthering the children’s proficiency in the languages by spending time abroad.

Other notable answers in the introduction of the survey were those relating to the age from
which the children had been exposed to the languages. It was no surprise that the majority
replied “from birth” or from a young age. In three out of the eight cases where the children
grew up with more than two languages, however, the parents had chosen to take a more
sequential approach, as opposed to a simultaneous language acquisition approach. For
example, in the case of a DE/ES/EN/FR? language combination, the children had been exposed
to German and Spanish from birth, then to English from the age of three and finally to French
from the age of five. There was also another notable reply which claimed the child had been
exposed to the language “before they were born”, which gives way to the very interesting topic
of the influence of languages heard by the baby in the womb on language acquisition.
Certain studies? have been made on this topic and it seems that “the fetus can hear and

remember language sounds even before birth” (May et al., 2011) and in the case of bilingual

! Abbreviations according to the 1SO 639-1 code, an international code of languages whereby languages are
abbreviated using two letters. In this particular case, for example, DE/ES/EN/FR stands for
German/Spanish/English/French. https://www.loc.gov/standards/iso639-2/php/code_list.php

2 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5611858/#R1
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/07/170718084600.htm
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children, “Byers-Heinlein, Burns and Werker (2010) [...] observe that newborn infants
exposed to bilingual speech in utero demonstrated the ability to discriminate between the two

languages spoken by the mother during pregnancy” (Unsworth, 2013:4).

A very common theory or occurrence in bilingual children is that of code-mixing, as touched
upon previously in this dissertation, which takes place when the child is learning to separate
both languages in the initial stages of language acquisition. This theory was supported by the

replies in the survey, with the majority (86.8 %) stating that this had happened to their children.

Have your children ever mixed two languages together (e.g. used two languages in the same
sentence)?

14 responses

® Yes
® No

)

¢Alguna vez han combinado sus hijos los dos idiomas (ej. han usado ambos idiomas en la misma

frase)?
24 responses

® si
® No

One parent made a comment later on in the survey that is relevant to this question:

I found the code-switching phase quite interesting, when my son would express certain
concepts (affection, hunger) in German, embedded in Spanish utterances. [He/She]

clearly related certain concepts or situations to me/German and would just include
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them. I also think [...] bilingual children develop two different sets of vocabulary,
one in each language, and only at a later stage do they start acquiring synonyms in both
languages. In fact, we took my son to do psychological testing on recommendation of
his primary school teacher, who perceived a lack of vocabulary in Spanish, but the
test results clearly showed an over average range of vocabulary — it just did not

correspond 100 % to what the teacher expected.

I would first like to clarify a slight difference in terminology, given that the respondent brought
up the word “code-switching”. Whilst the terms code-switching and code-mixing may well be
used ambiguously, according to the material that | have read, there is a slight difference that |
would like to point out. The term code-switching refers to the use of two languages in the same
conversation, at times even in the same sentence. This is a very interesting phenomenon which
happens often amongst bilingual individuals capable of communicating in both languages and
who make a conscious choice to change the language they are speaking in. This occurs because
the child may find they can express themselves, or indeed a certain concept, better in a
particular language, as is the case of the above reply, or because they associate the language
with a particular person or scenario. Code-mixing, as | understand it, refers specifically to the
initial stages in a child’s language acquisition, when they are learning to separate and
distinguish the two languages and thus, they may mix two languages, sometimes within one
word. Children who grow up with two languages will “initially treat their language systems as
a single unit” (Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2001: 22), i.e., they will treat both languages as one single
language and only later on will they begin to separate them, which explains why a bilingual

child will use both languages when speaking.

The second part of the comment above, where the respondent talks about their child’s range of
vocabulary and the child having to undergo a test by recommendation of his teacher, who
thought he had insufficient vocabulary, indicates a broader issue in regard to bilingual children.
It shows how we are still unaware of what the process of simultaneous bilingualism in young
children looks like (how it works, what the implications are...) and that we are also still very
naive in our way of approaching and encouraging it. Claiming that a child growing up with two
different sets of vocabulary and codes has a lack of vocabulary in any language is, to my mind,
hardly the way to help a child to speak a language.
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The phenomenon of code-mixing is linked directly to that of children creating a language of
their own. According to the replies, however, this second phenomenon is not as common as |
expected. Both surveys combined, only 28.9 % of respondents claimed that they had seen this
happen, and it had occurred either when their children started speaking or between the ages of
two to three years old. In one particular case, it happened between twins, but the parent claimed
that this is normal for twins, whether they be bilingual or not. The majority of respondents
claimed that it was not so much a language that their children created as odd words that their
children made up. One parent claimed that their 6-year-old son “creates many words on a daily

basis”.

Have your children ever created a language of their own? If so, please specify at what age this
occurred.

14 responses

8
8 (57.1%)

2 (14.3%)

1 (7.1%) 1 (7.1%)

Around 2 -3 years old No. code switching between English and...
No age 2/3 no

Another theory | had was that language acquisition can be influenced by gender, since it is
generally believed that girls are more skilled in languages than boys, especially at a young age.
There was one case where a parent stated that their daughter had never mixed two languages
in one word, but their son did so frequently. Nonetheless, the results from the surveys generally
refuted this belief, with 94.7 % replying that gender did not influence code-mixing nor creating

a language or odd words.
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Related to the two previous questions, do you think this is influenced by gender?

14 responses

® Yes
® No

En relacion con las ultimas dos preguntas, ;opina que esto esta relacionado con el género?

24 responses

® si
® No

In the case of the language prestige and complexity as an influential factor for language
acquisition, prior to the survey | believed that the greater the language prestige, the greater the
interest would be to acquire that language, and in turn, it would be easier for a child to acquire
a language with greater prestige. However, the replies indicated that language prestige does not
affect a child’s willingness to speak a language, with the majority (68.4 %) disagreeing with

my hypothesis.
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Do you think that your children’s attitude towards a language and willingness to speak it is affected
by the prestige of the language?

14 responses

® Yes
® No

;Cree que las actitudes de sus hijos hacia los idiomas y su disposicion para hablarlos se ve

afectada por el prestigio de dichos idiomas?
24 responses

®si
® No

Linked to the prestige of the language, | also believed that a language with less prestige would
perhaps cause the child to feel embarrassed or ashamed to speak it, especially in contexts
outside of the home or in front of someone who is not a member of their family. This belief
was also refuted by the replies form the surveys, the majority (78.9 %) claiming their children
had not felt nor shown shame or embarrassment about their native language in a social context
outside the home environment. When contrasting the two surveys, though, it was interesting to
see that there was a considerable difference between those who responded to the survey in
English and those who responded to the survey in Spanish. Of the former, 35.7 % claimed their
children had felt ashamed or embarrassed but, in the latter, only 12.5 % claimed the same. This

points to an interesting contrast in the relationship that bilingual children have with their native
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languages, and how it may be influenced by whether they grow up in households and countries

that have a Spanish-speaking or an English-speaking culture.

Have your children ever shown/felt shame of their mother tongue in a social context outside of the
home?
14 responses

® Yes
® No

¢ Alguna vez sus hijos se han mostrado avergonzados por su lengua materna o paterna en un

contexto social fuera del hogar?
24 responses

®si
® No

Although those who claimed their children felt ashamed of their language presented a minority,
this minority cannot be neglected. It was no surprise to see that the children who did feel
ashamed of their native languages did so at a young age, ranging between ages three to
seven, or ages eight to twelve. One particular answer, however, was rather impacting: there
was one parent who replied that at ages three to four, their son “would throw a tantrum when I
spoke to him in German in public”. Even more worrying is how “later at the Instituto, some of
his classmates would call him ‘the Nazi’”. Although this response came from a parent whose
child is now aged over nineteen years old, and therefore we can assume that this particular
scenario happened a while ago, it is still very powerful and represents a harmful situation,
raising the question of how the concept of bilingualism is regarded nowadays and what can be

20



done to avoid situations where people may be discriminated against for speaking a foreign
language. This is particularly important in the case of children, especially considering the
respondents claimed that those who felt ashamed or embarrassed of their native language felt
it between the age range of three to twelve, as previously mentioned.

Prior to conducting the survey, | also believed that a more complex language would discourage
a bilingual child from learning the language, hence they would choose to speak one language
instead of another, even despite understanding it perfectly well. As previously mentioned, to
my understanding, the complexity of a language, whilst it is a very subjective matter, can be
determined and influenced by factors such as the grammar and phonology, as well as the level
of similarity between two languages, depending on whether they belong to the same language
family or not (see pages 7-8 for more detail). The replies to this question varied once again
between the English and Spanish surveys, with the majority of the replies to the former stating
Yes (71.4 %) and the latter opting for No (58.3 %). It therefore seems that in a household where
English is a native language of one of the parents, the children are more reticent towards using
a certain language in spite of being able to understand it and speak it, whereas in a Spanish
household this does not seem to occur as often. This disparity between the two surveys raises
an interesting question as to how the culture of each language and the approaches of the parents
may have influenced the attitudes that children have towards a certain language and how they
use them. Combining both surveys, however, we can determine that the majority (52.6 %)
claimed their children chose not to speak a language despite understanding it perfectly

well, proving the theory | had prior to conducting the survey.

Have your children ever chosen to not speak a language despite understanding it perfectly well

and being able to speak it?
14 responses

® Yes
® No
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i Alguna vez sus hijos han decidido no hablar en un idioma a pesar de poder entenderlo y hablarlo

perfectamente?
24 responses

® si
® No

The replies as to why the children choose to speak one language over another were
somewhat less surprising: stubbornness, laziness, simply not wanting to, one language is more
comfortable or is easier to speak, and so as to not offend or upset those around them who did
not understand the language. There were more worrying replies which were on the lines of: not
wanting to seem different or be seen as different to other children or stand out amongst their
peers, due to shyness or insecurity or perception of a lack of competence in one language... |
had a particular theory, perhaps rooted in my own bias derived from finding it easier to express
myself in English than in Spanish, which led me to think that children will choose to speak in
a certain language because they feel it is more adequate for what they are trying to say, or
because it allows them to express themselves better. This theory, although supported by all the
replies to the English survey, was refuted by 29.2 % of the replies to the Spanish survey. |
found this rather interesting and, having had the time and the resources available, | would have
liked to explore this particular question in more detail, segmenting the individual cases and
perhaps even interviewing the parents who replied to the survey in Spanish, in order to
understand why they did not agree with this particular idea. It could perhaps be that living in a
Spanish-speaking country, the children have grown up surrounded by the language and
therefore have an extensive vocabulary with which to express themselves, and, thus, they have
no trouble expressing themselves in Spanish. It is also interesting to see, nonetheless, that the
majority of respondents (81.6 %) did claim that their children changed the language they spoke
in because they found it more adequate for what they were trying to say or found it easier to
express themselves. Looking at the answers individually, it is particularly intriguing to see that

this occurred for children aged four to eight, but not in the case of most children aged zero to
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three or over nineteen. It may well be that those aged over nineteen do not change languages
to express themselves better because they are fluent in both languages and therefore can express
themselves in either language without any problems. Those aged zero to three are likely to not
yet have sufficient vocabulary or to not feel the need to find a way of expressing themselves
better. Based on these results, we could also say that, in the case of those aged four to nineteen,
changing between languages forms a part of language acquisition, and that, even at this young
age, children perhaps realise that languages can be used as tools for communication, and

sometimes making use of two provides them with a richer form of communication.

;Alguna vez sus hijos han elegido hablar en un idioma en lugar de otro porque les parecié mas facil

expresarse en ese idiomal/les parecio mas adecuado para lo que querian decir?
24 responses

® si
® No

Have your children ever chosen to speak in a certain language because they found it easier to

express themselves or they thought the language ... more adequate for what they were trying to say?
14 responses

® Yes
® No
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In order to investigate the influence of the home environment, | first asked what actions have
been used at home to foster language learning. | was rather pleased to see that reading was
one of the most popular actions (94.7 % of the respondents claimed they used this activity),

closely followed by watching cartoons and visiting relatives who speak the other language.

What actions have been taken at home to foster language learning? Please tick all applicable to

YyOou.
14 responses

13 (92.9%)
14 (100%)

Reading
Watching cartoons/TV

Playing games
14 (100%)
Listening to songs 13 (92.9%)

Mixing with other german
speaking famil...

Strict assignment of each parent
toone...
0 5 10 15

¢Qué se ha hecho en casa para que los hijos aprendan los idiomas?

24 responses

Leer libros
Ver dibujos animados/peliculas 22 (91.7%)
10 (41.7%)

Jugar a juegos
Visitas a familiares
Escuchar canciones

20 (83.3%)
18 (75%)

3 (12.5%)

1 (4.2%)

1 (4.2%)

1(4.2%)

1 (4.2%)
)
)
)
)

Hablarles

viajes, conversaciones con los
padres...

Yo, su madre, les hablo
siempre en ingl...

Escuela complementaria de
japonés

1(4.2%
1(4.2%
1(4.2%
1(4.2%

In regard to other approaches towards language learning in the home environment, my theory
was that most parents would choose to adopt the one parent one language strategy so as to
aid the children in separating the two languages. For this question, it was interesting to see how
it varied between the English and Spanish surveys once again. In the former, the majority

(64.3 %) opted for the choice of language depending on the context or situation and the
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latter indicated that the majority (54.2 %) chose to adopt the one-parent one-language
strategy. This difference in approaches from English and Spanish speaking parents and
households is something | find quite intriguing, and it makes me wonder once again how each
language and culture affects the decisions that the parents make in regard to the language use
and language acquisition approaches. Given that the majority of English respondents claimed
the language use depended on the context or situation, I would have liked to obtain more details
in this respect, in other words, have inquired into which language in particular was used in
which contexts or situations and why. It could be assumed that the reason why English-
speaking parents avoided speaking only in English to their child is because perhaps the English
language is already present in other areas of the child’s life, for example in school, and
therefore, in order for the child to receive equal exposure to and interaction with the two
languages, both parents use both languages. In the Spanish survey, there were also 16.7 % who
claimed both parents would speak in both languages to their children, regardless of the context
or situation. As well as asking myself why parents chose to do so, this raises the interesting
question of whether this is in fact beneficial for the child’s language learning or not. As is
shown later on, one of the reasons that parents opted for the one-parent one-language strategy
was so that the children had the opportunity to learn a language from a native speaker. It is
possible that both parents speak both languages at native-speaking levels, however, in the case
of parents who do not speak at a native level, | question whether the child would benefit from
this or whether this would have a counterproductive effect on their learning. Indeed, as
Tokuhama-Espinosa writes: “parents, caregivers, or even teachers who are not competent in a
certain language and who expose children to grammatical and syntax errors will pass along this
lack of language understanding to the children around them” (Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2001:56).
Despite the difference in results from the surveys, when we combine the two, we can see that
those who opt for the one-parent one-language strategy make up 47.4 %, which 1 find
rather surprising, having assumed, as previously mentioned, that the parents would want to

adopt this strategy in order to aid their children in acquiring and separating the two languages.
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Does each parent ever only speak to the children in their native language/do both parents speak in

both languages to the children?
14 responses

@ VYes, each parent only speaks in their
native language to the children.

@ No, bath parents speak both languages
to the children.

@ Varies depending on the context /
situation.

;Cada padre habla en un solo idioma a los hijos 0 ambos padres hablan en ambos idiomas a los
hijos?

24 responses

@ Si, cada padre solo habla en su idioma
a los hijos.

@ No, ambos padres hablan en ambos
idiomas a los hijos.

@ Varia segun el contexto / situacién.

Nonetheless, those who did claim they opted for the strategy gave the following reasons for
doing so: one parent was not able to speak the other language; it seemed the most
natural/appropriate thing to do; as a matter of accuracy and helping avoid interferences; many
replies said that the parents had read/had been told it was the best way for the child to learn
and distinguish both languages; to help children identify each parent to a language and thus
avoid confusion; so that the weaker language would not get lost (German/Spanish combination
living in Spain, the mother chose to speak to the children in German)... Another reason
mentioned, which | had not considered, was so that the child would listen to the language
spoken by a native person, and one particular reason that | appreciated went as follows: “so
that the language formed part of the affective relationship and of their identity”. This
comment shows that the parent is aware of, and gives attention to, the importance and the

influence of languages, making a conscious effort to integrate them as part of their child’s
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upbringing so that they can, in turn, become a part of the child’s identity and the

relationships.

Those who chose both parents speaking both languages did so out of convenience, and those
who felt the language choice was influenced by the context gave the example of switching to
another language when someone else who does not understand the language is present. Another
reason for changing was according to the use of language (when disciplining the children, one
parent claimed they used German instead of English). Other notable answers to this question

went as follows:

| speak Arabic only when I am alone with her. When | am around people I switch to
Spanish, probably out of politeness. | regret having done so, when | learnt (from a
bilingual family) that you should stick to your language (that of weaker exposure)

no matter what in order for the kids to use it.
Another parent commented:

In general, each parent speaks in their language to the children, following a ‘from
the heart’ language model. However, each parent will also speak to the children in
the other parent’s language in contexts where it is easier to communicate a specific
idea, generally associated with the culture or with a concept that is difficult to

translate or inexistent in the other language.

Akin to the comment further above, these two observations show how the parents are actively
concerned with their child’s bilingual upbringing and try to make sure they can acquire both
languages, especially in an authentic “from the heart” manner. However, these comments also
show that bilingual upbringings are an area where there is still a lot to learn (“I regret having
done so, when I learnt...”) and which is often subject to many influential variables (“...will
also speak to the children in the others parent’s language in contexts where it is easier to

communicate a specific idea...”).

It did not surprise me to see that in both the Spanish and the English surveys, the majority of
parents (71.1 %) claimed that both they and their partner were capable of speaking each
other’s languages. However, it should not go unnoticed that there are still 28.6 % (English)
and 29.2 % (Spanish) of cases where one parent cannot speak the other parent’s language. It is
interesting to see how, in spite of providing rather different results for other questions, for this

particular question both surveys gave very similar results. I believe it would be very worthwhile
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to analyse each of these cases individually in order to see the reasons for why these parents
were not able to speak their partner’s native language (something which would most likely be
influenced by the age the parents had when they met and the language combination itself.
Understandably, it would be more complicated for a couple who, for example, had met both
aged around thirty and had a German/Chinese or Spanish/Arabic language combination, to
learn each other’s languages than it would be for a couple who had met aged twenty-one and
had a Spanish/French or German/English language combination). Having had the time and the
resources available, | believe it would also have been rather interesting to investigate into how
a parent being unable to speak their partner’s language influences the child’s language learning
in the home environment. Perhaps, in the case of a household where one parent cannot speak
one of the languages, the child would have no other choice but to code-switch constantly and
use both languages, and this could perhaps aid in their practice of both languages and thus in
their bilingual language acquisition. Alternatively, it could perhaps also complicate
communication between the parents and the child and therefore discourage the child from

speaking one of the two languages.

Are both parents able to speak in each other's languages?
14 responses

@ Yes
® No
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;Cada padre es capaz de hablar el idioma del otro?
24 responses

® si
® No

A second theory | had based on the parents’ influence on language learning is that the parents’
interests, hobbies or occupations would be reflected in their children’s vocabulary, e.g.,
an English-speaking parent who likes playing football with their children would mean the
children acquire vocabulary in English relevant to the world of football. The replies showed
yet another disparity between the two surveys, the survey in English supporting my hypothesis
with 85.7 % stating Yes, but the survey in Spanish refuted it, with 54.2 % stating that they had
not seen their interests and hobbies reflected in the vocabulary of their children. This could be
explained by the fact that the Spanish-speaking parents, who perhaps are living in Spain, do
not pay as much attention to this phenomenon because, since they are in the country where
their native language is spoken, they do not find it unusual or do not notice that the child has
vocabulary in the Spanish language, whether it be relevant to the parent’s interests or not. Those
who responded to the survey in English but might also be living in Spain, may notice that their
child uses a certain set of words or certain vocabulary in English because they realise that their
child has picked it up from them, being one of, presumably, few sources of English. Combining
both surveys, however, we can see that around 60.5 % of respondents claimed they had indeed
seen an influence of their hobbies and interests on the vocabulary of their children. The
examples that were given for these cases were as follows: father is an engineer and so the son
(of three years) has an extensive technical vocabulary; the children have a great interest in
literature and read and express themselves in five languages; vocabulary relevant to the kitchen;
song titles and names of instruments in English; sports vocabulary; vocabulary relevant to
vehicles learnt from their father; videogame vocabulary relevant to videogames the parents

play; vocabulary relevant to nature and animals as an influence from their father, music culture,
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IT... One particularly notable response to this question was that “the vocabulary learnt by the
children depends on the use and the enthusiasm on the part of the parents”, which | feel
showcases very clearly the powerful influence that the parents’ attitudes towards a language

can have on the children’s language learning.

Have you noticed your own personal interests and hobbies reflected in the vocabulary of your

children?
14 responses

® Yes
® No

¢Ha notado sus propios intereses y aficiones reflejados en el vocabulario de sus hijos?
24 responses

® si
® No

A question in relation to the social factor that interested me was whether the children were
exposed to a third language in their school and extracurricular contexts. The vast majority
(92.1 %) of the replies stated that the language spoken at school and in extracurricular activities
was one of the two languages spoken at home. Still, there were 12.5 % of replies in the Spanish
survey that indicated these contexts did give them the chance to practice a third language.
Having had the time and the resources available, I would have liked to explore this matter in

more detail, inquiring into these third languages, the reasons for why the parents chose to
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expose their child to a third language and whether anything was done at home to aid the

learning of this third language.

In terms of the language use at home, | believed that each language would be used separately
for different purposes. This theory comes perhaps from my own upbringing, where English
and French were used for schoolwork, whereas Spanish and, later on, German were used for
speaking informally around the dinner table or with family members over the phone. However,
the majority (a combined 71.1 %) stated that both languages were used in all scenarios,
regardless of the activity being done. Having said this, we cannot neglect the fact that around
28.9 % of respondents claimed they choose to assign a language to each different scenario or
activity in the home, which shows how the parents made conscious efforts in their approaches
to language acquisition for their children. It would be interesting to further explore into whether
separating the languages in this way is beneficial for the child or not: on the one hand, it would
help the child to separate the two languages in the initial stages but, on the other hand, assigning
a language to each scenario could also perhaps result in the child acquiring more vocabulary in
particular languages for given topics, for example, more academic vocabulary for the language
used for schoolwork and more informal, everyday words in the language used around the dinner
table.

At home, are each of the two languages used for different purposes/activities (e.g. one language

when doing schoolwork and another when sat together eating)?
14 responses

@ Yes, we use languages interchangeably,
according to the activity (schoolwork,
visiting family, having friends over etc.)

@ No, baoth languages are used in all
scenarios, regardless of the activity
being done.
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¢En casa, se usa cada uno de los idiomas para cosas diferentes (ej. un idioma para el trabajo

escolar y otro idioma para cuando todos estan juntos cenando)?
24 responses

@ Si, cambiamos de idioma segun la
actividad que estemos haciendo.

@ No, se usan ambos idiomas en cualquier
momento, independientemente de lo
que estemos haciendo.

Lastly, in relation to the influence of the social contexts on the language acquisition, | believed
that in monolingual situations, the parents would feel the need to change to the language
spoken by everyone present, as opposed to carrying on a conversation with their children in
a language spoken and understood only between them. | am aware that this is something that
will vary according to the specific situation and even perhaps the size of the room or the relation
that the children have to the people present. It is a matter that | find very interesting, and |
believe that these situations can not only help a child acquire the language, but also provide a
learning moment in social interaction depending on the attitude and actions adopted by the
parent. | was relieved to see that the majority (a combined 60.5 % of respondents) claimed that
they did indeed change the language they were speaking to one understood by all those present,
and yet it was interesting to see a disparity once again between the surveys: the survey in
English had 78.6 % claiming they changed, whereas in the survey in Spanish there was a tie
between the two answers. It is true that, as mentioned above, the choice taken in this regard
may well vary according to a range of factors in each specific scenario (for example, one parent
commented later on in the survey that the choice of language use in these situations depended
on whether they were familiar with the person present or not), and yet | find the disparity
between the surveys, especially in this question, to be very interesting and hinting, perhaps, at
differences in the mentality and approach to languages between English-speaking and Spanish-
speaking individuals. Perhaps, as stated before, those who answered to the survey in Spanish
live in countries where Spanish is the native language and therefore, those parents do not need
to ‘change’ to a language understood by all those present since they are already speaking the

native language. We could maybe also state that, historically, there has always been a greater
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diversity of languages present in England than there has been in Spain, and this may have
influenced how the British behave towards other languages and people who do not speak their
native language. This is clearly demonstrated by a parent’s comment in the English survey:
“now, I tend to carry on speaking in Arabic, and I only change the language if this would come

across as rude”.

Do you speak to your children in your native language in monolingual situations even though
others won't understand you (e.g. in a lift with a n... you swap to the language that is undertood by all?

14 responses

@ We carry on speaking in the language
only we understand as a family.

@ We change to the language that is
understood by all those present.

;Habla a sus hijos en su lengua materna o paterna en situaciones monolingles a pesar de que
otros no les puedan entender (gj. en un ascensor ...) o cambian al idioma que todos puedan entender?

24 responses

@ Seguimos hablando el idioma que solo
nosotros, como familia, entendemos.

@ Cambiamos al idioma que todos
aquellos presentes entienden.

One parent added a comment which | feel cannot go unnoticed. They said that “both children
show a special interest in languages and cultures and that, when describing other children, they
will usually include what language(s) they speak”. Another comment | would also like to

include is the following:
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Over the years, they have shown an interest in learning other languages (French,
Portuguese and German). They are open-minded and far-sighted, interested in and
respectful of other cultures and their personalities have been influenced to a certain
extent by their varied linguistic input.

For me, this comment summarises the key benefits of growing up as a bilingual child and
exposing children to several languages and cultures. Through a multilingual upbringing,
individuals are likely to not only grow more mindful of other languages and cultures and be
interested in exploring them, but also each of these cultures will enrich their personality and
add to the experiences they will have. From my personal standpoint and experiences, | can say
that growing up with four languages from the age of eleven has brought me a myriad of
advantages. Among many others, | have been able to meet diverse personalities and experience
different lifestyles, each with their own ways of working, socialising, and leading daily life,
which have made me capable of adapting to any culture and environment. | have been able to
explore the richness of each language and appreciate the subtle nuances and melodies unique
to each, which are too often lost in translation. | have seen beyond the stereotypes and
prejudices and felt the warm embrace of a German home during Christmas. But perhaps best
of all is the fact that, after living with these four languages and cultures for the past twelve
years, each one has forged my own, interwoven identity: an identity that was born Spanish,
grew up British, picked up French and German along the way, and finally became a merging

of different worlds and a collection of memorable moments.

Ever since I saw it hung on a wall in the MFL department of my secondary school, | have never
been able to forget a quote by Nelson Mandela. It reads: “If you talk to a man in a language he
understands, that goes to his head. If you talk to him in his own language, that goes to his
heart”. It would be difficult for me to tell you which is my “own language”, but | believe that
there is no greater benefit to learning a language that being able to speak to others in a way that
reaches their heart.

1.6 Conclusions and suggestions

Given that the vast majority of parents denied that language prestige had an influence on their

children’s learning of the language, we can perhaps eliminate this as an influential factor in
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language acquisition for bilingual children, at least in the context of my survey. However,
considering that the majority did claim their children chose to speak in a particular language
despite being spoken to in another language or in an attempt to better express themselves or
because they thought the language to be better suited for what they wanted to say, we can
determine that the complexity of the language has a certain influence on a child’s speaking of

the language and, consequently, their learning of said language.

From the research in the survey, we can also conclude that the parents’ hobbies and interests
do have an impact on the language learning of the children, helping them to acquire a more
extensive vocabulary in the parents’ areas of interest and expertise. It was also interesting to
see how highly ‘visiting relatives’ ranked as one of the activities that parents did to aid the
children in learning and practising a language. This should be taken into account, considering
that those children who perhaps do not live as close to their relatives are likely to not have the
chance to speak in that language and this will have an impact on their learning of the language.
It is a factor that is especially significant when we consider that, according to a study made by
Professor Patricia Kuhl, where American babies were exposed to Mandarin for a period of
twelve sessions, it is only through human interaction that babies are able to start acquiring a
language. In Kuhl’s words “it takes a human being for babies to take their statistics” (Kuhl,
n.d.).

In regard to other activities and efforts made by the parents at home, we can say that,
according to my results, the one-parent one-language technique remains a popular strategy
amongst a considerable number of bilingual households. It was also interesting to see that the
majority of the reasons for opting for this strategy were based on facilitating language
acquisition, for example, so that the weaker language would not be lost and so the children
heard the language being spoken by a native person, amongst others. As well as this strategy,
there were a significant number of parents among the respondents who also even decided to
change the language according to the activity being done at home, as opposed to using all
languages in all scenarios. Whether separating languages according to activities be either
beneficial or detrimental to language learning in bilingual children is something that should be
explored further, but the matter still remains that parents will go to considerable efforts at home
to aid their children in acquiring two languages simultaneously. Having said this, something
that surprised me was the number of parents who claimed to be unable to speak their partner’s
language. Ideally, 1 would have explored each individual case in more detail in order to

understand the reasons for this, given that this is another factor that I believe should be taken
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into consideration in the area of the influence of the child’s home environment on their

language acquisition.

In terms of the influences of the social contexts outside the home in which children are
exposed to the languages, it was interesting to see how several respondents claimed these
contexts provided their children with a third language, but the majority replied that the language
spoken in school as well as extracurricular activities were one of the two languages at home. It
would be interesting to research into scenarios where families, who have two languages at
home, live in a country which offers the children a third language. Furthermore, whilst the
majority of the parents claimed that their children had neither felt nor shown shame of their
native language in social contexts outside of the home, | feel that some of the feedback
provided, which refuted this idea, cannot be disregarded: the idea that some children changed
the language they were speaking in for “fear of seeming or being perceived as different by
others or by their peers” is something that clearly showcases the very powerful impact of the
social environments on a bilingual child’s willingness to speak a language and in turn the effect
on their language acquisition. An environment that is not as accepting towards one of the two
languages that the child speaks at home will most likely prevent the child from gaining practice
in said language and, in extreme cases, may even lead the child to not want to speak the
language at all, regardless of the context and the people they are surrounded by. The question
of what language to speak in monolingual situations is also very influential given that,
according to how the parent handles the situation, the child may gain a valuable lesson in social
cues and respecting others, or they may instead be confused because of the language change

and could be led to think that they should not speak a certain language outside of their home.

What surprised me the most from this survey and my research was seeing how it is still rare
to have more than two languages in a language combination for children growing up in a
bilingual household. It was only those parents with children over nineteen years old who replied
that their children had four languages in their linguistic combination. This surprised me because
| had the preconception that, in the past ten years, the concept of bilingualism, and indeed
multilingualism, had evolved and more households would now have more languages, such as
mine, where we had four languages at home from the ages of ten and eleven. With this in mind,
| believe it would be interesting to conduct this research drawing answers from people of
other nationalities and especially in countries where it is perhaps more common for the
children to be exposed to more languages from a young age, for example countries such as

Switzerland (with four official languages) and Belgium (with three official languages). | also
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think it would be very worthwhile to extend the areas of research and the factors investigated
to include socioeconomic and psychological factors as part of the factors influencing
language acquisition in bilingual children, factors which go beyond the scope of my work, but
which nonetheless remain pertinent to this topic. As previously mentioned, | would also have
liked, had | had the time and the resources available, to conduct a more detailed research,
perhaps interviewing some of the respondents of the survey directly with the aim of gaining
more extensive feedback, especially from those families who provided anomalous cases, or
which surprised me by providing information that | had not previously considered. For this
research, it would also have been highly beneficial to have conducted research in the form of a
focus group, given that this would have enabled me to explore each individual situation in more
detail as well as commence a dialogue amongst parents of bilingual children, and this,

undoubtedly, would have been a very interesting and instructive conversation.
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