Important Factors in Raising a Bilingual Child
In A Parents’ and Teachers’ Guide to Bilingualism Baker (2000) states that children are born ready to become bilinguals and multilinguals, empathizing the inherent ability of bilingual learning and then he points out that the most important factors of raising a bilingual child is to provide pleasant, positive and enjoyable learning experiences, continuously encourage children’s motivation to extend their two languages and amplify the minority language rather than the majority language, especially in the early years. What’s more, he states that a most important factor is the language that surrounds language, which means the role of the language gardener is to provide a stimulating soil that is filled with pleasure for language growth, but it does not mean encouragement and care is all needed. Instead, parents should make plan, support and help children to achieve bilingual goals and at the same time, face challenge with children patiently and remove obstacles when necessary. By using metaphors to regard parents as gardeners and bilingual development as seeds, Baker makes his point explicit and understandably. At the end of this chapter, Baker reminds that as language gardeners, parents can help maximize those influential conditions but cannot control the growth of language, emphasizing that children are the center of bilingual development and parents should not put the cart before the horse.
However, it has been found that although most Chinese parents want their children to be bilinguals or multilinguals, they care little about their children’ thoughts and feelings about bilingual learning. More than two thirds of Chinese parents have expectations for their children to learn a foreign language, and about a third of Chinese parents used to send their children to learn a foreign language in training schools (Zhou jing 2014; Xia Sisi 2015). But Some parents are worried that if their children are learning another language too early, their children are inclined to dislike their mother tongue or native culture, which leads to the hesitation to bilingual learning; and some parents worry that if parents themselves cannot speak another language or their own bilingual level is not satisfying, it will affect their children’s Language development. Those parents living in remote areas think that the surrounding environment is not sufficient to bilingual learning, so they hope their children learn a foreign language until entering primary school. Besides, some parents think early bilingual learning will increase the cognitive burden of children, so they refuse their children to accept early bilingual learning (Baker, 2014). What’s more, some parents worry that a few unqualified teachers will affect children’s future bilingual learning. These concerns reflect the inclination of adults for bilingual learning that parents pay too much attention to learning environment and external conditions but ignore children’s choice and demand of language learning. By imposing their own ideas on children, parents rarely listen to children’s ideas and opinions, and seldom care about children’s willingness, feelings, or experience towards bilingual learning, which is strongly against by Baker.
First, parents need to be aware that bilingualism has many benefits. In the 1940s to 1960s, it was believed that bilingual learning greatly challenged children, thus children could learn only one language. However, in modern times, the understanding of learning both languages simultaneously has changed greatly. Current studies find that children have the ability to learn both languages at an early age. Children can not only learn multiple languages at the same time, but also distinguish between them. For example, they will quickly realize that they need to speak Chinese to their mother and English to their teachers. It has been found that learning a second language (such as English) or even more languages can help children learn their first language well. Studies in immigrants have found that mastering their parents’ mother tongue (minority language) helps children learn the official language (majority language) well and perform better in school. For example, the ability to read and write in a first language at home makes it easier to read and write in a second language in school. It other words, language learning can promote each other. Besides, bilingual or multilingual children may have access to other cultures and more possibilities for career development in the future. Bilingualism and multilingualism are helpful to improve children’s sense of self-worth, identity and belongings, and make children more confidently communicate with people and appreciate and respect the charm of different music, film and literature of other countries.
What’s more, bilingual children also show some cognitive advantages. Bilinguals, for example, are more quickly in activities that suddenly change instructions than monolinguals. Many studies have also found that bilingual children are more focused on multi-threaded problems, with better analysis and resolution skills. For example, bilingual children are able to restrain the interference of uncoordinated information than monolingual children. Bilingual children can allocate working resources more efficiently because bilinguals need to regularly switch and selectively speak a certain language. Some researchers speculate that this constant connection could be a training in the brain that strengthens some aspects of thinking and reaction speed. Of course, learning two languages is not the only training method that can improve their understanding and cognitive ability. Not only children and adults, studies have found that bilingual infants also show better memory performance, such as summarizing what they have learned earlier and being able to cope with the similar situation than monolingual infants. Some studies have found that bilingual people have certain advantages in social understanding ability because as bilinguals, they communicate with people from completely different social backgrounds, different languages (presenting forms), different ways of lives. For example, bilingual children seem to be more certain about their intentions, thoughts, expectations, and motivations than children growing up in monolingual environments. 
According to these researches, parents who are worried about the negative effects of bilingualism or multilingualism could feel relieved since the positive influences are very palpable and promising. However, we must realize what effect bilingualism can have on the grasp of languages and overall development is very different from person to person. Parents who plan to raise a bilingual child might be eager to know What type of learning model is more helpful for bilingual acquisition. In my claim, there is no exclusive answer to this question. Although we all urge children to learn one or more languages, each child brings his or her own unique cognitive ability and knowledge system into the experience of language learning. Children’s language learning is inseparable from their own characteristics, but also depends on the specific environment we provide. As parents, instead of worrying about the pros and cons of language learning forms, we should focus more on providing our children with more accessible and enjoyable learning resources. Here are tips on how to raise your bilingual children:
First, we must understand that children acquire language in the communication and interaction with people. We should ensure that our children have adequate exposure to both languages, including pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar and so on. The quality and quantity of exposure are both of importance. Children’s early exposure to languages has a very important impact on language development, and the more they hear, the more likely they are capable of mastering the language. Therefore, if children want to learn both languages well at the same time, they need a lot of contact with these two languages. Children who have balanced access to both languages are undoubtedly the most likely to become fluent bilinguals. When each parent speaks one language and both of you spend almost the same time with your children, the strategy of “one parent one language” works. But if the person of the second language cannot be with the children for a long time, the contact between the two languages is unbalanced. However, having a balanced and high-quality exposure to both languages only lays the foundation for bilingualism, and does not necessarily guarantee that our children can become successful bilinguals. The type and frequency of their language used outside home also influences their bilingualism. People around you only speak Chinese, then the children’ English will be “useless”. Even if the children have been laid a good bilingual foundation at home, the less used language (minority language) will soon decline. Therefore, many experts suggest that in the bilingual enlightenment, we should find ways to slightly strengthen the “minority language”. In China, the weak language is English, so we should speak as much English to our children as possible to provide a better English environment for our children. 
Second, we should support and participate in children’s bilingual learning. Buy bilingual picture books and bilingual story books for children and cultivate routine habit to read books with them, discussing the contents and plots, encouraging children to share their own ideas and opinions. Besides, we can lead children to describe what has happened at school, encourage them to tell stories to their friends and other family members, and share bilingual learning experiences together. Watching bilingual cartoons, games and songs are also helpful for children to increase the opportunities and frequency of bilingual input, expressive ability and constantly improve their bilingual levels. If time permits, take children to visit the museum or go to the theater and cinema to watch plays and movies in foreign languages. If you have the opportunity to take children to native countries to visit and investigate, it would be wonderful for children to approach and enter into the bilingual environment.
Third, we should be aware of children’s emotional changes, find problems and difficulties encountered in children’ bilingual learning, overcome cross-language difficulties, and gradually eliminate the adverse effects of negative emotions on learning. The most important thing is that we should protect children’s enthusiasm and eagerness for learning and reverse the negative effects of depressed attitudes. The development of the bilingual language requires parental support and persistence which should not be forced. Always remember, you are the children’s parents, not language teachers! When your children are communicating with you, don’t interrupt them even if it was not your agreed language. Listen carefully to what your children want to say first. For example, if you make an appointment with your children to use English, but your children speak with you in Chinese about what happened in school, you can listen to them first, then repeat what they said in English, and then answer them in English.
Fourth, for children who have already known a language well and then start to study another language, many people advocate to “forget the mother tongue”, strictly prohibiting the use of mother tongue. In fact, this kind of method confuses the goals and means of language learning. The goal and result of learning a foreign language is to think and speak directly in that language without translation, but on the way to this aim, we need a variety of auxiliary means, such as reading bilingual explanations and examples, searching for related images on internet, demonstrating with objects and so on. These are essential aids in the process of reaching the bilingual goal, and with the help of mother tongue is one of the most important and efficient methods. Many parents ask their children not to read Chinese translation when looking up the meaning of words in the dictionary, or must use a pure English dictionary, which might be misleading. If you don’t look at Chinese translation, some words’ English explanation is too difficult to understand. I bet most of us have the same experience. If English interpretation helps to understand the nature of the meaning, it should not be a reason to prohibit reading Chinese interpretation. It is worth noting that after understanding an expression with the help of Chinese, you should immediately throw away this “crutch” and understand and experience the word based on English itself. This might be a more effective way to deal with the bilingual goals. For example, I used to be confused with “inch”(英寸) and “foot” (英尺), and I was inclined to think the inch(英寸) should be equal to 30.48 centimeters because the pronunciation of inch is similar to 英尺in Chinese. This question had bothered me for a long time until one of my teachers mentioned that the length of a foot was about the length of a 脚. Therefore, my confusion of the second language was dismissed by the help of my mother tongue. It can be seen that the final goal of a foreign language learning is based on itself, while translation and interpretation of mother tongue is a needed reference before and during the process of achieving this goal.
Last but not least, don’t be easily disappointed and angry. Avoid being too persistent in a word or a tiny thing. Do not feel desperate because children do not accept it. Do not completely deny the bilingual education just because any obstacles in this process. Every language needs to grow continuously. Bilingualism should not only be applied to daily life but need to follow children’s cognitive level. When children are already speaking astrophysics in Chinese, but English is limited to eating and drinking, of course, the children do not want to speak English. We could talk to them in English about what they like, such as sports, idols, movies, books, and so on. It is natural that in the process of learning languages, children may go through several weeks or even months of silence period, please do not worry, also do not force them to speak in that language. In fact, they are actually observing and learning, which needs time. Keeping chatting with your children, read more stories and picture books, encourage them to participate in games and activities, and allow them to communicate in non-verbal ways.
Remember, the purpose of language learning is to communicate, and communication with children is the most important! As for when to start, for the motivated person, it is never too late to learn.
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