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By Elizabeth McNeilly

Many Hong Kong parents quite

rightly see multilingual ability as a
| stepping-stone to a bright future for
their children, but what'’s the best
way of raising bi- or tri-lingual kids?

Local Knowledge
A native Cantonese speaker who also

knows English, Connie is raising two
daughters to be multilingual. When her
eldest, now four and a half years old, was
younger she spoke only English to her at
home and would play English learning
CDs and VCDs to her once a day. She then
sent her daughter to kindergarten at an
international school where the language
.of instruction was Mandarin, except for a
daily English lesson. “She can speak all
three languages,” she says. “Her daddy talks
with her in Cantonese,” she adds, “but her
Cantonese is not that good, not fluent.”

To try to raise her daughter’s Cantonese-
speaking abilities, Connie tells her a story in
Cantonese every day and also takes her for
speech therapy. “She has improved a lot. But
she still prefers to watch TV programmes in
English. And her interpersonal skills with her
Cantonese-speaking classmates aren’t good.”

In hindsight, Connie recommends native

Cantonese-speaking parents not focus solely




on a different language early on. “Let them learn Cantonese,
too,” she advises. “If you put your kids in an international
school, it’s no problem. But in a local school, it’s a heavy
burden for a Primary 1 student — if your Cantonese is not good,
you will have trouble understanding mathematics problems, for
instance. And children need to be comfortable communicating
with their fellow students and teachers.” With her younger

daughter, she plans to introduce both languages together.

Language Overload?

Iman’s situation is slightly different. “My family has
three languages. Grandma, who speaks the Fujian dialect and
who took care of my daughter when she was a baby, cannot
communicate well in Cantonese. Our domestic helper speaks
mainly English,” says Iman, who along with her husband speaks
both Cantonese and English. According to Iman, her daughter’s
language was “quite confused”.

Seeing what she believed to be slow development, Iman
took her daughter for a speech assessment at age three. “The
therapist said she was one year behind. She went for treatment
once a week, and through playing games, she started to catch up
and could even speak short sentences,” she says.

But a year later, Iman and her husband became too busy
with work to help reinforce what their daughter was learning
from the therapist at home, although she continued with the
therapy. “She progressed, but not very rapidly,” says Iman. They
stopped the therapy altogether when her daughter turned five
and hired a private tutor instead.

“But compared to other children her age,” Iman laments,
“her presentation is not very good. Now she is in Primary 1, but
she can still only speak simple words and her understanding
of maths concepts is poor. It’s affected her grade and her
confidence.” Iman has since gone from a fulltime to freelance

job to spend more time helping her daughter.

Natural, Nurturing Environment

Chinese University of Hong Kong Linguistics Professor

Virginia Yip, author of The Bilingual Child and Director of the
Childhood Bilingualism Research Centre at CUHK, reassures
parents of would-be multilingual children not to worry too
much about any language delay linked to growing up in a
multilingual home.

“Most children will eventually catch up. I'm referring to
typical children who fall in a normal range. We know from
research that with bilingual and multilingual children, some
language delay is normal, it’s to be expected,” says Professor
Yip. “The question is, how much delay are we talking about?”

If you are in doubt about your child’s language

development, Professor Yip recommends seeing a qualified

speech therapist for assessment. “A speech therapist can

best determine how your child is progressing,” she adds,
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with a reminder that every child is different and no one
rule fits all kids.

“Parents also need to consider ‘receptive’ versus
‘expressive’ delay,” she says. “Many children may exhibit
expressive delay,” meaning they aren’t able to articulate what
they want to say, “but their receptive ability, or comprehension,
is okay. Even typically developing monolingual children will
show some delay in certain domains and not others. It’s nothing
to worry about.”

Another thing for parents to bear in mind is that a child’s
multiple languages often develop and exist for different
purposes. “The languages will function where they are
needed and to serve a certain range of functions,” such as
talking about family or personal matters in the language of
the home, which for many Hong Kong families is Cantonese.
So knowing the word for ‘turnip’ in all three languages, for
example, probably isn’t crucial.

The best way to raise a multilingual child, according to
Professor Yip, is to provide a nurturing environment. “‘Children
are very successful at picking up languages if they are given
regular input. They have a bilingual instinct,” she says. “It’s
a very human, natural thing. A child has the ability to tell the
difference [between languages] and will know who to speak
which language to, albeit with some degree of word mixing.”

To the idea of more than one language causing problems,
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“Children are not confused,” says Professor Yip. “They are able
to make the distinction, because they have the instinct and they
do it well. However, the path they go through is not the same
as children who are raised to be monolingual. They will get
there...we just need to give them more time.”

As Professor Yip explains, “Children need a nurturing
environment in order to grow and reach maturity.” And part of
this nurturing environment is regular parental involvement. “If
you take your child to see a language specialist, guess what they &
are going to say? They will ask the parents to take an active
role in nurturing their child’s language development,” she says.
“Success hinges on the involvement of the parents, and this is
built into the treatment programme. Just their presence makesa -
huge difference.”

The Childhood Bilingualism Research Centre, which i
opened in March 2008 with the goal of researching bilingualism !
and multilingualism in Hong Kong, welcomes parents and
children to take part in its research projects. To find out more,

please visit their website. Il
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