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The most important factors in raising a bilingual child

We have a language garden full of variety and color, however such diversity makes the garden more difficult to tend. So lots of parents want to raise bilingual children. Compared with monolingual, with bilingual skill, children may have stronger competitive ability to entry the colorful world. Bilingual children will benefit a lot in education, society, economy, culture, etc. Then what would be the most important factors in raising a bilingual? This essay will mainly discuss the theory of Baker, and will give some suggestions to parents for raising a bilingual child.

Before proceeding to take about the factors, it will be necessary to know that children are born ready to become bilinguals and multilinguals, which mean children have the innate language acquisition device for them to learn languages. Equipped with scientific strategies, parents may raise bilingual child much more efficiently. 

According to Baker, the most important factor in raising a bilingual child is the language that surrounds language. ‘Language surround language’ is so short given as a key factor, however it contains too much information. This ‘simple’ phrase indicates three main factors that affect language acquisition. They are attitude, motivation and interest. Ofelia Garcia (1992b), uses a powerful and potent analogy to portray language planning. Languages in the world are just flowers in the garden. In order to make the language seeds grow, parents as gardeners should provide certain conditions: a rich soil, light, water and careful tending. In another word, parents should make their children’s language development a pleasure, a positive and enjoyable experience. Why does Baker put this on top of all the factors? According to Rod Ellis, motivation is the cause of language acquisition and it is also the result of learning. Learners have integrative motivation to communicate, and have instrumental motivation to satisfy their practical need, for example to get further study abroad or to pass tests. Integrative motivation would be the long-term motivation for the learner eager to immerse in the foreign culture. The language need for communication is informal languages or everyday languages, and it will cost a certain period of time to obtain gradually. However, instrumental motivation seems more powerful. To pass an exam or to shift a career would be an urgent need for L2 learning, so it will bring high motivation and cause more intensive learning at a short period of time. The language learnt for this purpose is more formal and academic. When learners have the inner desire or interest to learn L2, they have an intrinsic motivation. These learners learn L2 to read from more languages, to make more friends, to see the world from different perspectives. In contrast, some learners they have extrinsic motivation which is outer motivation for some benefits through L2 learning. They want to go aboard and become part of foreign culture or want to expend their business partners from another country. A learner may have more than one motivation during their learning process. Those motivations may exist at the same time and may exist alternately.  
For Learners who experience success in learning may become more or less motivated to learn. The pleasure and enjoyable experience of learning would make children interested in learning languages. And it can also form a positive resultative motivation in language acquisition. Such positive motivation may have a reactive force in learning, and bring unbelievable success. The procedure will repeat in such positive cycle which will make bilingualism realized. And this raises questions about how to make their language development a positive experience. Baker gives three tips for parents who want to raise a bilingual child. 
The first tip is not to worry endlessly about correctness of grammar, accuracy of vocabulary, not mixing two languages, and skilled interpreting and translating. Those anxieties of parents may reflect to parents’ actions when they are helping their children with language learning. Correcting children’s errors and ask them to repeat correct sentences all the time may bring negative influence to children. They may associate bilingualism with pressure, anxiety and constant correction. It is not fair to compare children’s language abilities with monolingual children. Parents should continuously encourage children’s attitude towards their two languages and their motivation to extend their two languages. The bilingual ability is not built in one day. If parents keep correcting errors of their children all the time, they may bring a sense of frustration to their children. Interest is the best teacher, and achievement is the best stimuli. When both of them have been beaten by frustration, how can children extend their learning for two languages? With praise and encouragement for their very little process, children can get confidence in learning, and their interests toward bilingualism would be well kept. In this way, they are willing to accept the input from bilingual audio and video materials, to read more bilingual books, to speak with bilingual and even try to write with bilingual. Unless, they do not refuse the input of bilingual, they may have more and more bilingual output. To help children maintain their positive motivation through continuous encouragement, will eventually bring qualitative progress in bilingualism. 
Except for encouragement, there is another tip given by Baker to help children form a positive attitude towards bilingualism. Children need to value their two languages, two cultures and in a modest way, become aware of the advantages of being bilingual, biliterate and bicultural. According to Vivian Cook, the bilingualism may have two different attitudes, additive and subtractive. Bilingual with additive attitude believes that they can get additional knowledge and experience by learning the second language. To learn two languages is like an additive operation in math, and the whole is above the sum of the two parts. That’s an acceptable positive attitude, and it’s also the fact of bilingualism. Peal&Lambert’s (1962) found that there is a possibility that bilingualism leads to cognitive advantages over monolingualism. So bilingual child can see the world from more aspects and integrate two different cultures with their bilingual cognition. While, subtractive bilingual feels that the learning of a second language threatens what they have already gained. So help children to form a correct additive attitude toward bilingualism can make them aware the advantages of being bilingual, biliterate and bicultural. 
The final tip is to encourage their children to use minority language. Since children can get flourish input of majority language through mass media, their communities and school education, the balance of language experience need tilting in favor of minority language. This is especially vital for bilingual learners at an early age. A balanced use of the two languages can make sure the synchronous development of the two languages. 
Let me make a summary for Baker’s view. He believes that haste makes waste. Pushing children to be qualified bilingual is not practical. Parents, as gardeners, should provide a suitable surrounding by watering, tending and fertilizing the soil in which they sown the seeds. Then they should take their time to wait for the seeds to sprout. In the process of seeds growing into flowers, don’t feel sad about the weed infestation; just feel gratified for their every little growth. Your smile is the sunshine for your seeds, your praise is the water, and the balanced language environment is the rich soil with perfect PH value.
Although Baker has pointed out the attitude, motivation and interest as the most important factors for raising a bilingual child through one simple phrase ‘language surround language’, I just want to emphasize that, in my opinion, motivation should be the most important factor among the three, since it has the hugest influence to the degree of effort that children would make to becoming bilingual. Language learning will not occur by merely exposing a child or adult to the language. How to make their children high motivated in becoming bilinguals would be the key issue for parents to think about. It is also not a wise practice for parents to praising their children all the time and neglect children's grammatical or syntactic errors in their output, just in order to ensure the enjoyment of children's learning experience. Appropriate praises from parents do help, but such outer motivation won’t work forever. The best way for children to get enjoyable and pleasant learning experiences is to get a sense of achievement. That would be the praise from the learner themselves and such self encouragement may bring inner motivation for learning continuously. And it is also necessary for parents to correct some of the errors in children’s output, but not too many for one time.
    Based on Baker’s and my perspectives, it is not difficult to find that making children have strong motivation for learning is the most important factor for raising a bilingual child. Then, parents may have the question about the strategies for getting motivation. I some have suggestions for parents from a bilingual parent’s viewpoint.
1. Stimulate children’s integrative motivation
Integrative motivation means learning the language in order to take part in the culture of its people (Vivian Cook). In Gardener’s socio-educational model of L2 learning, he said ‘the more a student admires the target culture---reads its literature, visit it on holiday, looks for opportunities to practise the language, and so on---the more successful the student will be in the L2 classroom’. For simultaneous acquisition of bilingualism, try to provide equivalent language input for younger children. Let them get the enjoyment of communicating with different groups of people through different languages. If different languages are used by different family members, one person one language may help children realize that if they want to form an intimate relationship with their family members, different languages would be the efficient media. And it can also help children to form a communicative sensitivity. As bilinguals, they need to be aware of which language to speak in which situation. They need constantly to monitor what is the appropriate language in which to respond or when initiating a conversation. They should have the ability to pick up clues and cues when to switch languages. For older children, we can take them to target language spoken community or country and immerse them in the environment or culture. For example, we take them to markets, sports matches, churches, and rural festivals. In this way, they can spontaneously have the desire to learn and use the language. For sequential acquisition of bilingualism, parents should create opportunity for children to have fun with peers in the neighborhood, let them watch cartoons and shows on television, which are good ways to provoke their integrative motivation and can also get informal L2 input for children and teenagers. If L2 can’t be acquired naturally in above way, children can be sent to dual language school or immersion school for formal L2 input. In such language environment, they may eager to communicate with classmates and teachers and may have the desire to understand courses for each subject. If their L2 proficiency is underdeveloped to understand some subjects, for example math or science, just ask school to provide scaffold. With the help of scaffold, they will get sense of achievement, and have the confidence for further progress.

2. Stimulate children’s instrumental motivation
Instrumental motivation means learning the language for a career goal or other practical reason. If your child is old enough to understand the importance of being bilingual, just elaborate the educational, social, economic and cultural advantages that might be brought by bilingualism through examples around them. For very young children, just give them praise or small reward when they make progresses.

3. Help children to form positive resultative motivation
Just as I referred to in the previous part, the inner encouragement is vital for children to keep long-term learning. The satisfactory result of their learning may become the motivation for their further learning. Positive motivation can lead to satisfactory result, vice verse. They consist a positive learning cycle. To help children enter this cycle, parents should bring materials or input which suits the language level to them. Given materials far beyond children’s language ability, they will fail to achieve satisfactory result, since those are incomprehensive input for them. Inputs and tasks that match the child's language ability development will give the child a sense of accomplishment, and this sense of achievement will put the child's language learning into a virtuous cycle mode. 

4. Try to break down barriers to friendship which language and culture differences might create. 
For a bilingual child, if one of his or her language ability is not well developed, he or she might be mocked at by other children. Such unfriendly behavior would bring negative motivation in language acquisition. In such situation, parent need to be a patient listener, a counselor for solutions, and sometimes a proctor. ‘At the same time, parents need to communicate with school teachers when such problem arise, and gain the support of other parents with similar problems. A language problem shared is a bilingual’s problem halved’. (Colin Baker) 

5. Try to engage in children’s bilingual acquisition
Parents do not have to learn language together with their children, however, their interest, involvement in their children’s education, and their co-operation with teachers may bring a positive motivation for children’s language learning. Parent can play the role of student who needs the instruction from our little bilingual teacher at home; parent can also discuss with their children to solve problems in language acquisition and to share the learning experience of themselves. Parents must keep in touch with teachers at school to get updated information of our children and try our best to co-operate with teachers for efficient teaching results.

6. Help child with their L2 learning in our daily life
Use L1 as a scaffold to help child with L2 at home. Give them time to obtain age-appropriate competence in both languages from limited bilingual to balanced bilingual. For listening, provide comprehensive materials for the child. For example, some cartoon TV programs or some children tales. For speaking, we can put the L2 expression on some objects in our home, and teach child L2 from concrete words to simple sentences, from instrumental (express needs) to regulatory (to tell others what to do), from interactional (to make contact with others and form relationship)to personal (to express feelings, opinions and individual identity).Parents should make sure to give the correct L2 samples for children to imitate and learn. Encourage them to use the language and focus on the meaning they want to express, and do not correct more than two errors at one time. For reading, except story books, try to provide real life reading materials for child, food packages, advertisements, messages we write for them, recipes, menu, and so on. In a word, choose what they like and interest, and encourage them to read. Materials with both L1 and L2 may also helpful. For writing, it needs quite a long time for child to write from squiggles to formal writing. At the beginning, always give positive commends, accepting their imperfectness, be proud of them and encourage them to write will help them form a writing habit. Ask them to write a shopping list or a letter to parents will make them feel achievement. 

7. Use suitable teaching strategies for different learning motivation
When our children have no motivation in learning L2, don’t push them. Find things that they are interested first, then, design unconscious learning opportunity which can acquire with their strengths. As soon as they don’t refuse L2 input, they can form one or more motivation during their learning procedure. For children already have motivations, parents should design the quality and intensity of home teaching materials to meet their demands. 

8. Cooperate with school teaching
To help our children find confidence and form positive motivation in learning, we should keep in touch with their school teachers, and provide a strong support for classroom teaching. Help them collect terminologies for each subjects and get familiar with classroom instructions at the very beginning would be useful. With our help, children can adjust to L2 learning and be unstressed when L2 is used for teaching other subjects at school.  

9. Keep the principles of ourselves 
As parents, we are willing to do everything we can to help our children with language learning. But we should have our basic principles in guiding our children. We encourage them when they make every little step, and we should be strict when they make terrible mistakes or make little effort in learning. Appropriate blaming and discipline will not switch their positive motivation to negative one, instead, it will make them move forward with necessary pressure.
   
Helping our children with scientific strategies, waiting for their achievements with patience, finally we can raise a successful bilingual child.
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