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BILINGUALISM: BENEFITS AND FRUSTRATIONS
Garrett Duncan

My wife and I thought it important that
we understand how our children would
learn about language. Tyson, our first son,
was about 18 months old when we really
thought about teaching him to speak two
languages. Tyson’s mom, Par, was born
in Punjab, India. Par is fluent in both
Punjabi and English and Tyson’s dad,
Garrett, who was born and raised in
California, is fluent in English and is
learning Punjabi. Garrett can understand
and speak Punjabi fairly well and is able
to read and write it with some success.
Tyson has been spoken and read to from
pre-birth (reading out loud near Par) in
both languages in approximately equal
amounts. Learning two languages at the
same time has been referred to as
simultaneous learning (Rosenberg, 1996).
The American Psychological Association
(APA) defines a simultaneous bilingual as
“…one who is exposed to both languages
from birth” (APA Encyclopedia).

At 18 months Tyson wasn’t yet speaking.
He was active, coordinated, and obviously
bright, so why wasn’t he communicating
with language yet? Other kids his age
spoke just fine. We asked around and
read about language acquisition in infants
and toddlers and learned that Tyson may
take a while to speak, as is often the case
with children simultaneously learning two
or more languages. We were curious
about this so Par and I read more. We
wanted to understand how children

acquire language and how simultaneous
learning factored into the process.

We found several research articles about
simultaneous language acquisition
debunking bilingualism myths. For
example, the APA recently stated (May
1997) that bilingual children understand
written languages sooner than
monolinguals. Also, recently, a
psychologist at a prominent Louisiana
university noted that “…there are no
negative consequences for children who
speak two languages”. His research on
bilingualism revealed no support for the
assumption that there are negative effects,
for example, on children who learn
another language at home and English in
school. Children who learn a second
language, or are simultaneously taught
two languages that supplement each other,
have the greatest benefit (Rider, 1998).

Recently the Los Angeles Times examined
current research on bilingualism (October
2002). The article, entitled The Evidence
Speaks Well of Bilingualism’s Effect on
Kids, discussed the idea that bilinguals
learn that names are arbitrary and they
deal well with abstraction earlier than
monolinguals (Flynn).

“...[the] ability of bilingual kids
to filter out distractions and
switch back and forth among
tasks gives them an advantage.”

Please send us material which you
think might be of interest to our
readers. Remember the Newsletter is
for you, but above all, by you!

Continued on page 2

EDITORIAL

Welcome to the final 2003 issue of the
Bilingual Family Newsletter. In this
issue Garrett Duncan candidly
describes not only the ups, but also the
downs, of bringing a child up
bilingually. As Garrett argues, much of
the literature is so keen to dispel the
overly negative and all too prevalent
myths about bilingualism, that it can be
easy to ignore the frustrations and
difficulties that may arise. It is vitally
important that parents have realistic
expectations about the work that may
be involved in bringing children up
with multiple languages.

Christina Banfi and Gabriela Bianco
describe the process involved in
designing educational materials for
Argentinian Sign Language users. Deaf
communities around the world have
suffered terribly from lack of
recognition of their native languages,
often being forced to adopt the oral and
written languages of the majority
community. It is so encouraging to
finally see Sign Languages being
recognized and catered for in education,
moves which can only help Deaf
minority communities around the world
to flourish, both within their own
communities, and within the wider
majority society.

We also feature a moving plea for help
from a Native American mother
desperate to preserve the traditional
language of her Oneida Nation. Mike
Rosanova’s reply is a valuable insight
into the Montessori method of
immersion education, a method which
can hopefully contribute to this valuable
preservation effort.

Wishing you all a very happy holiday
season from everyone at Multilingual
Matters.

Sami Grover
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