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Children with Two Tongues: Exploding the Myths about Bilingualism

21 February 2007 at the Playfair Library, University of Edinburgh

Demand for this RSA Scotland event, organised with the support of The University of Edinburgh, was so high that the venue had to be changed to accommodate some 110 people. The audience included academics, teachers, trainers and educational managers as well as representatives from Consulates in Edinburgh and parents of bilingual children.

In introducing the speakers, Bob Porrer, Chair of the RSA Scottish Committee noted the importance of languages for Scotland in an interconnected world; within Scotland, in addition to Gaelic speakers, more than 100 languages were spoken by children in Scottish schools. It was vital that bilingualism was seen as an opportunity and not, as frequently occurred, a problem in schools.  The Scottish Executive’s recently published draft Strategy for Scotland’s Languages stated: “We need to ensure we support communities, families and individuals who wish to achieve proficiency in their own language and that our methods of teaching English do not undermine these efforts”.
Antonella Sorace FRSA, Professor of Developmental Linguistics of the University of Edinburgh, talked about six common myths about bilingualism, the outcomes of a recent international research study and identified implications for policy and practice - both for teachers, families and communities. It was especially important to create a bilingual environment from birth and not to delay practice of one of the two languages; the foundations laid during infancy and the early years of education would bring real benefit later in school.
 Dr Sue Walters and Dr Morag MacNeil, of the University of Edinburgh’s Moray House School of Education, then looked at the implications for educational policy and practice and noted how lack of adequate support for bilingual children in schools could create disadvantage, while good support brought benefits both in language and other learning.  The position of Gaelic medium education was reviewed by Dr MacNeil, again emphasising the benefits to be derived from proper support of bilingual children.
A copy of the Powerpoint slides used by all three speakers is available on this website. Professor Antonella Sorace’s website also has some useful links to information at www.ling.ed.ac.uk/~antonell/generalpublic.html
