Nurturing Bilingualism

For those parents who have come from overseas,
your native language is the most precious thing you can give your child
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Encouraging bilingualism

® Why is it advantageous to master two languages?

“Bilingual” refers to somebody who has mastered two languages. Compared to a monolingual person, a
bilingual person’s thinking is usually more flexible, together with greater creativity. For example, when asked
in a test to think of as many ways to use a paper clip as possible, bilingual people usually come up with
more and varied answers. Moreover, as bilingual people excel in understanding and analyzing languages, it
is easier for them to learn a third language. It is also thought that bilinguals can better grasp what other
people want and do not hold any bias against people speaking another language. Those mastering two
languages do not only acquire language itself, but also other ways of thinking, propelling them on the
international stage and enabling them to be proactive regardless of nationalities or borders.

® Are two languages necessary to live in Japan?
Language is what binds families together. Putting emphasis only on Japanese because you live in Japan
will cause children to forget other languages and prevent them from engaging in conversations with family
members speaking another language.
Someone who couldn’t speak the same language as their mother said that the hardest part was “wanting
her to listen to their problems but not being able to express complex feelings. It's impossible to open your
heart to the person you want to be understood by the most. Even if simple communication is possible, it's
impossible to have a deep conversation between parent and child.”
It is indeed important to master the language of where you live, but the language that connects you to your
family is just as necessary.

@ Is bilingualism difficult?
Bilingualism is not something special. It is the ability to use two languages separately: speaking the
language of your family at home and the language of school at school; speaking to your mother in her
native tongue, and to your father in his native tongue. Being able to use each language according to the
situation is how you come to master both of them.
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A child’s growth and language learning are deeply related

©® Mastering two languages according to the child’s development

(1) As an infant (0 to 4 years old)
This is the most important time to acquire the basics of a language. Speak a lot to the child in the
language with which the parents feel most confident. Start to slowly introduce another language other
than the parents’ one.

(2) Kindergarten / nursery (5 to 6 years old)
This is when the child starts to play with friends. At this point, the child naturally remembers the
language used with parents and with friends. Put emphasis on the language used with the parents and
slowly increase exposure to the other language.

(8) First years of elementary school (7 to 8 years old)
An important time where the child learns to write and read. It is important that the child and the parents
speak a lot using the parents’ language. This will help the child incorporate the basics of the language.

(4) Last years of elementary school (9 to 12 years old)
A strong sense of independence kicks in and ego awakens. As the child starts to become interested in
other countries and cultures it is recommended to let the child travel and experience various languages
and cultures.

(5) Junior high school (13 to 15 years old)
The time when the child starts to build roots in the area through school life. Increasing the proficiency of
the language used in school and creating friendships is important.

® Knowledge in one language can be used in the other
Despite the two languages being different, it is thought that proficiency in the basics of one language can help
support the learning of the other; once something is acquired in one language, it can be used to master the
other language. Speaking to the child in the parents’ language and using it to raise him / her is helpful in
increasing the child’s proficiency in the other language.
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Child-parent communication is important

@ Communicate on a daily basis!
In order for both languages’ proficiency to increase, it is very important to communicate on a daily basis
within the family.
There is often a gap between what the parents think of the child and what the child itself thinks. For
example, parents may think that the child has difficulties with a new language because they struggle
listening to and understanding it, whereas the child actually has problems expressing what he / she wants
to say. Parents can remark that the child has difficulties with their native language but the child itself might
not think so. Parents might want the child to get used to their native language by speaking it at home but
the child might not comply with it.
It is therefore important that family members speak together and pay attention to everyone’s feelings.

@ Parents should not hold prejudice
Parents’ attitudes have a lot of influence on the child so it’s important to be careful when interacting with the
child. Children believe in the smallest complaint from their parents and accept their attitude as is. If parents
dislike a country, their children may come to dislike that country as well. As a result, it will become harder
for the child to speak that country’s language and interact with its people.

©® Read a lot of picture books
Reading illustrated books is really important for infants. Through this activity, the child listens to an adult that
they trust read sentences while looking at illustrations. As a result, the child’s interests, imagination and
language proficiency are stimulated. It is also possible to relax the child. By reading interesting picture
books to the child in the language you want to improve you can foster both your child’s mind and language
proficiency.
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Bilingualism stems from everyday habits at home

® Teach the child to distinguish the languages
When the language of the mother and the father are different, each should talk to the child in his / her native
language and teach the child to answer in the language he / she is spoken to.

@ Try not to translate words

For example, if a child asks what “isu” means, do not answer “chair”, as the understanding of “isu” in Japanese might
become unclear. Indeed, the Japanese word “isu” and the English word “chair” have two very different meanings.

*E T o=
(isu)

chair chair

@ Pay attention to the process of your child’s language learning
Children learn a culture and a language through their home and school environments. Parents should keep
a close eye on their child’s behavior and lightly support them if trouble arises.

® Parents are a child’s role model
Children become familiar with a language through interaction with their parents. They listen to their parents’
language, imitate it and remember it by using it themselves. The best influence for the child is for parents to use
their language with confidence. It is also the role of parents to convey to their children the basic rules for living
in a society by interacting with other people and showing them how to talk to and respect others for example.

@ Aiming for strong communication between parents and child
Communication between parents and child is very important. Even when you are tired with work, try to interact with
your child even for a small amount of time. A good topic to ask about is their day, for example what they have been
learning about or what they played at. While doing so, you are able to learn about your child’s current situation, and
assess whether they are enjoying school or having issues; in which case you will be able to address the matter.
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Thinking about your child’s language and education at home

® Deciding plans together as a family
One of the biggest roles of parents is to nurture their child’s language. If the parents do not have a fixed
plan and regime, the child will be at a loss. Try to thoroughly discuss and decide the guidelines you want to
follow as a family.

® A child learns through school education

Enrolling your child in school is the role of every parent but it is also an important choice. There are many

possibilities, such as enrolling your child in the local public school or in an international school, and each

family has their own choices.

We would like to introduce a few examples of the reflections and decisions that international families have

made about their children’s education:

+As we wanted our child to continue his / her education in a Japanese university, then we thought it would
be better to enroll him/her in a Japanese school.

+As we wanted our child to properly learn our language, we enrolled him / her in a school back in our home
country.

What each family regards as important may be different, but all choices are made for the child. No matter

their differences, each way of thinking and decision-making is important for the child

® Cooperating as a family
The child will receive school education in the place decided by her / his parents. Throughout their school
life, they will learn about language and culture but it might be harder than the parents thought. Despite this,
children have to do the best they can wherever they are, at their own pace, and under their own strength.
The parents of the child are the ones who will provide the strength and support for their child’s efforts.
Through the process of emigrating from another country, each parent has encountered hardships, so it is
important that all members of the family work together to support one another.
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Make friends with whom you can communicate in a language
| other than Japanese

® Treasure exchange with friends from your native country
Keep up with your friends and family back home through emails, social networks, phone or video calls.
When living in Japan, you might not use your native language and come to forget about it, so it is important
that you keep using it. The best way to study is while having fun.

® How to meet other foreigners living in Kyoto?
Do you sometimes feel sad not having people around speaking your language? If you start to look around
you might encounter people with the same feelings. We will introduce a few places in Kyoto where people
from various countries gather:

-Kyoto Prefectural International Center
Introduces useful info for daily life and has Japanese language classes.

+Kyoto City International Foundation

Is engaged in various projects and activities, such as legal visa consultations, Japanese classes, and
learning support for children with international backgrounds.

At events such as their annual open day, there are also activities through which visitors can experience
and interact with cultures from around the world.

+Kyoto City Networking Salon for Community Welfare and Multicultural Exchange
Various activities are being organized by registered organizations such as exchange parties, festivals and
cooking classes. You can look up what organizations are registered through their website.

*Tsunagarukai, Kyoto University of Education
Organizes events during long holidays for children with multicultural backgrounds to play and study
together.
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