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Abstract

This is a qualitative study which attempts first, to investigate the various activities in which children have been and were engaging as they set about learning additional languages and, second, to examine the strategies the children suggested to improve their proficiency in those languages. I thereby compared the methods used by Bangladeshi and Anglo Londoners. The findings showed that children who had been in contact with various languages over a longer period of time used a higher number of strategies, combined them in a variety of ways and engaged in more productive activities such as engaging in conversation with native speakers. Further, they viewed language learning as essential and had precise ideas about language processing.

The last part of the study investigated to what extent cognitive development, experience, personal characteristics, attitudes, motivation, cultural and language background of the family, educational setting and wider socio-cultural context informed pupils’ strategies. Building on the findings, the paper ends with some suggestions for practitioners.

‘Enfants, nous étions peintres, modeleurs, botanistes, sculpteurs, architectes, classeurs, explorateurs. De tout cela, qu’est-ce qu’il est devenu? (Bachelard in Parinaud, 1996, pp. 29)

(As children, we were painters, modellers, botanists, sculptors, architects, classifiers, explorers. What is left of all that?)

Children have countless ways of exploring their world. They experiment and analyse with endless energy things that no teacher and parent would demand. It is their natural curiosity and their desire to learn all about themselves, others and the world that lead them to model all sorts of enquiries. They are constantly innovative and transformative in working with all kinds of cultural artefacts in their daily life (Kress, 1997). 

The aim of this article is to show innovative approaches to language learning brought by children to school – approaches they have not been formally taught. Starting point of my study was the following question: Do children of different language backgrounds reflect differently on language learning? While I stayed in London, I took the opportunity to investigate how (bilingual) Bangladesh British and monolingual English children reflected their language learning process. Communicating and being literate in different languages might make Bangladeshi British children view languages and cultures differently. The experience of these children were certainly different from their monolingual English peers.

I felt sure that all pupils analysed how they use languages and, consciously or unconsciously, looked for strategies enabling them to enhance learning. I was interested to know more about the type of activities in which they engaged in order to sustain and enhance the language learning process. Further, I wanted to investigate possible factors which informed their methods and might help explain individual differences. I asked myself to what extent these strategies and activities are influenced and shaped by the socio-cultural setting, by the languages spoken, by education, by parents and by individual differences such as age, cognitive development, attitudes, motivation, personality and experiences. These answers might enable me to tackle another question: Do children, who have had direct contact with different languages in different situations, engage differently in their language learning process? 

1. methods, sample and data

The present study attempted first, to investigate the various activities in which children have been and were engaging as they set about learning additional languages and, second, to examine the strategies they suggested to improve their proficiency in those languages. I thereby compared the methods used by Bangladeshi children and Anglo Londoners of two different age groups. The study was conducted in two adjacent schools in Tower Hamlets. One school catered for 100% Bangladeshi British children, whilst the other had a much more varied intake and included for example children from England, Scotland, Wales, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Vietnam. 

Eight children have been studied. In both schools, two pupils of year 3 and two of year 5 participated. The children’s parents had a similar (low) economic status (the children were all entitled to free meals). This sample was selected so that any difference could not be explained by social class. I was also looking for talkative and sociable children who felt at home in the classroom. The four Bangladeshi pupils spoke Sylheti as a first language at home and did not have problems in expressing themselves in English. Functioning in two or more languages and identifying with more than one culture makes these children bilingual (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1981). From this perspective, the Anglo Londoners are monolingual since they are not proficient speakers in any other language than English. Hence, in what follows, the term ‘bilingual’ refers to the Bangladeshi British children and ‘monolingual’ to the Anglo Londoners. 

	
	school A:

Bangladeshi British children


	school B:

Anglo Londoners



	year 3
	Sazkira

Abdul
	Laura 

Peter

	year 5
	Wahida

Limon
	Caroline

Paul


Table 1: children participating in the study

A range of semi-structured interviews with each child provided information about the pupils’ concepts of language learning. The first interview tackled the children’s awareness of the overall presence of different languages in their socio-cultural setting. The second aimed at discovering the linguistic repertoire and the formal and informal language learning experience inside and outside school. All the children, regardless of their linguistic proficiency, claimed knowing and having learned some languages. The Anglo Londoners equated knowing a language other than English with knowing some words of that language. The Bangladeshi British pupils used these words whatever the linguistic competence in a particular language. Thus, they spoke of knowing Arabic, which they were learning formally each day, in the same way as they spoke of knowing French where they merely knew a few words.

Finally, we discussed what language was used with whom and in what context. We looked at the many ways in which they had learned each language and analysed the activities they mentioned as helpful in order to improve proficiency. 

2. findings

2.1 strategies for language learning

Tables 2 and 3 show the variety of additional languages with which children had been in contact. (Thus, children’s mother tongues English and Sylheti are not listed. Since the Bangladeshi British children and community members usually distinguished between Sylheti and Bengali, I considered both languages as separate and not as one being a dialect of the other.)

	
	Bangladeshi British children (bilinguals)

	language
	Sazkira
	Abdul
	Sayeeda
	Limon

	Arabic
	1, literate 
	1
	1
	1

	Bengali
	2, able to speak and read 

5, language is not learned anymore
	1
	1
	4, able to understand some words

	Hindi
	
	2
	
	

	Urdu
	
	2
	3, not literate
	

	English
	1
	1
	1
	1

	French
	4
	
	4
	


	1: literate

2: able to speak and read but not to write

3: using the language from time to time without being literate
	4: understanding some words

5: the language is not learned anymore 




table 2: Bangladeshi British children (bilingual children)

	
	English children (monolinguals)

	language
	Laura
	Peter
	Caroline
	Paul

	Bengali
	
	4, able to understand some words
	4
	

	German
	
	
	1(4)

language learned formally but children only remember some words
	1(4)

	French
	4
	4
	4
	4

	Spanish
	
	4
	4
	

	Turkish
	4
	
	4
	


table 3: Anglo Londoners (monolingual children)

As predictable, the Bangladeshi British children had a wider linguistic repertoire than the Anglo Londoners and were literate in more than one language. They spent up to 14 hours a week learning Arabic and Bengali in community classes and at their local mosque. This is consistent with findings from other studies (e.g. Gregory et al., 2000). Besides formal language learning, the children picked up languages informally at home with their parents, sisters, grand-parents, uncles and aunts and, of course, with friends and community members. Whilst the older Anglo Londoners had been learning German in year 4, the younger pupils had only been in contact with other languages in informal settings, mainly on holidays. 

All the children were asked to recount how they learned or gained some competence in these languages and what they would like to do in order to improve proficiency. The following thirteen activities were mentioned: 

· listening

· memorising

· asking somebody to teach the language

· playing with speakers of the target language

· taping proficient speakers

· finding native speakers in the area

· travelling to the country

· speaking

· reading

· writing

· practising

· translating

· analysing and comparing words. 

Tables 4 and 5 illustrate how often strategies were mentioned by the two groups (Kirsch, 2000 for details concerning each child).


[image: image1.wmf]activities mentioned by the bilinguals

0

1

2

3

4

listening

 memorising

 asking

 taping

 playing

 finding

 travelling

 speaking

 reading

 writing

 practising

 translating

 analysing 

activities

number of children

learning

improving



[image: image2.wmf]activities mentioned by the monolinguals

0

1

2

3

4

listening

 memorising

 asking

 taping

 playing

 finding

 travelling

 speaking

 reading

 writing

 practising

 translating

 analysing

activities

number of children

learning 

improving


Tables 4, 5: activities mentioned by bilinguals (Bangladshi British children) and the monolinguals (Anglo Londoners) 

The comparison of the children’s tactics revealed interesting similarities and differences. Not every child referred to the same activities. The strategies mentioned by the monolinguals seemed to depend on the language, the setting (informal or formal), on the nature of the task and on personal characteristics of the learner such as attitudes and cognitive development. As far as language learning was concerned, they referred to fewer activities than the bilinguals. They mainly referred to receptive ones such as listening and memorising. Speaking, reading or practising were only mentioned by older children. This is understandable since Anglo Londoners came across languages such as French, Bengali, Spanish or Turkish mainly orally whilst the Bangladeshi British pupils had the opportunity to become literate in their additional languages as well. As a result, the Bangladeshi British children engaged in many different productive and receptive activities and heavily relied on their social and cognitive skills. Sazkira, Abdul and Wahida had learned some languages informally. When there were no native speakers of a language in the immediate environment (e.g. Hindi or French), they developed multiple tactics enabling them to draw on diverse human and material resources in their environment. Abdul, for instance, taped conversations of Urdu speakers in shops in order to listen to Urdu at home and to study the language. To learn Hindi, he watched Indian films and copied the teletext. Playing with siblings and friends was another highly productive and active method often listed by two children. In sum, the bilinguals engaged in more receptive and productive activities and, hence their strategies were much more balanced.     

As far as improving one’s proficiency was concerned, many more differences between monolinguals and bilinguals appeared. In comparison with the strategies for learning languages, the four monolinguals referred to more tactics in the context of improving proficiency. The only activities referred to by all the Anglo Londoners were reading and asking for help. Whilst the young children tended to rely on memorising and reading, the older children engaged in activities requiring higher cognitive skills such as analysing and comparing languages. Laura who had had the fewest opportunities to pick up languages, also had the fewest and poorest strategies. She only referred to memorising and asking somebody for help. On the other hand, Peter and Caroline who had been in contact with the most languages, listed the most strategies for learning languages. Caroline engaged in various different receptive and productive activities. Like Peter, she tended to suggest different activities for different languages and did not narrow her strategies down to academic ones like Paul. The latter mainly referred to reading and writing. Caroline seemed to have analysed her learning context and her various activities and transferred strategies which had been successful in one context to another context. I would like to give some examples to illustrate the point. 

Table 6 gives an overview over Caroline’s language learning strategies.

	activities
	Bengali
	English
	German
	French
	Spanish
	Turkish

	listening
	y
	y
	y
	
	
	
	y
	
	y
	
	y
	y

	memorising
	y
	
	y
	
	
	
	y
	
	y
	
	y
	

	asking p.
	
	y
	
	
	
	
	
	y
	
	
	
	

	taping
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	playing
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	finding p. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	travelling
	
	
	x
	X
	
	
	x
	
	x
	
	x
	y

	speaking
	
	
	
	
	
	y
	
	
	y
	
	y
	y

	reading
	
	y
	y
	
	y
	y
	
	
	
	
	
	

	writing
	
	y
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	practising 
	
	
	
	
	
	y
	
	y
	
	
	
	

	translating 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	y
	
	
	
	

	analysing 
	
	y
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	y


Table 6: Caroline’s strategies used for learning additional languages and improving proficiency in those languages

Caroline had experienced the importance of reading when she learned German and, of course, when she became literate in English. She thought of improving her Bengali through reading as well, although, until that moment, she had never read this language. Caroline realised the importance of communication during her holidays in Spain and Turkey. She also mentioned speaking as helping her improve her German. Practising had been experienced as effective for learning German; Caroline referred to the same strategy for learning French. Translating was a method she came to know through modern foreign language teaching. She now applied it to French. So far, comparing and analysing words had been a successful way to learn German and Bengali. She transferred this strategy to learning Turkish. 

I found the same ability to reflect upon language learning and to evaluate one’s strategies with the bilinguals. Interestingly, there were far less differences among the bilinguals than among the monolinguals. Each child thought of improving competence by engaging more or less in similar activities to those they found helpful for learning the language. Thereby, the strategies seemed not to depend on the formal or informal context of the learning situation. In other words, for the bilinguals, there were few differences between the activities mentioned for learning and improving proficiency in additional languages. A look at Abdul’s strategies illustrates the point.

	activities
	Bengali
	English
	Arabic
	Urdu
	Hindi

	listening
	
	y
	
	y
	
	
	y
	y
	y
	y

	memorising
	
	
	y
	y
	y
	y
	
	
	
	

	asking p.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	taping
	
	
	
	
	
	
	y
	
	
	

	playing
	
	
	y
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	finding p. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	y
	
	
	y

	travelling
	x
	
	x
	x
	
	
	
	
	(x)
	

	speaking
	y
	
	y
	
	
	
	y
	
	
	

	reading
	y
	y
	y
	y
	y
	y
	y
	y
	y
	y

	writing
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	y
	

	practising 
	
	
	
	y
	
	
	
	y
	y
	

	translating 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	analysing 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 7: Abdul’s strategies when learning additional languages

In sum, the bilinguals engaged in similar activities independently of the age, the language, the learning context, the number of languages they knew and the nature of the task (learning or improving). They took much more advantage of resources offered by the setting. They tried, for instance, to pick up the language from native speakers or any kind of media. Compared to the Anglo Londoners, the Bangladeshi British children emphasised communication and drew more on academic strategies such as reading, writing and practising. They also  tended to repeat strategies which they had found useful in a particular context or for a particular language. In other words, they referred much more systematically to the same strategies than the monolinguals. I assume that this ability to analyse and evaluate the appropriateness of strategies, to generalise them and to apply them to other languages requires higher cognitive skills and language awareness. 

In the end, I found far less differences among the bilingual children than among the Anglo Londoners. The two younger monolingual children had fewer, poorer and less effective learning strategies than their monolingual and bilingual peers and attributed less importance to language learning. Thereby, Peter, who had already been on holidays abroad and picked up some Spanish on this occasion, used more strategies than Laura. The older monolingual children had been in contact with different languages over a longer period of time. Similarly to the bilinguals, they relied on a higher number of strategies, combined them differently and engaged in more active and productive activities such as playing and speaking to native speakers. Experience with various languages over a longer period of time became a catalyst for developing effective language learning strategies and for engaging in productive learning activities. Thus, experienced learners (all the bilingual and two of the monolingual children) had a wider repertoire of tactics to draw on and took more advantage of the resources available in their setting. They seemed to be more independent learners in that they appeared to know already what strategy was useful for what language and in what context. 

2.2 what informs children’s strategies?

Whilst the first part of my study aimed at describing and comparing the various strategies used by bilingual and monolingual children, the second part attempted to analyse some of the factors which informed the pupils’ strategies. Thereby I used a multi-layering approach which offered the possibility to take account of the children’s wider socio-cultural background. I investigated the five following levels: 

· differences at the level of the child

· parents, siblings and wider family

· the impact of school

· local areas and surroundings

· social and cultural living. 

Interviews with the eight children, their teachers and the two head teachers provided information about the children’s family life and the teachers’ concept of learning and teaching
. These data were triangulated with various documents such as pictures, drawings, papers and books stemming from children, teachers, the LEA or various authors. 

Roughly spoken, findings on the first level revealed to what extent cognitive development, experiences, personality, attitudes and motivation influenced reflections on the language learning process. These five elements were in turn shaped by the cultural and linguistic background of the family, the educational setting and the wider socio-cultural context. (Details can be found in Kirsch, 2000). In other words, strategies are informed by a number of interdependent variables interacting on different levels. These variables did not only affect children’s learning strategies, they also shaped their attitudes and views about language processing. 

In what follows I would like to focus a bit more on attitudes since they influenced children’s learning process. As the findings showed, the young Anglo Londoners did not only differ from their peers in respect of fewer strategies but also regarding their less positive feelings towards languages. Such attitudes cannot be seen independently of language use. The monolingual children tended to learn languages merely because of situational constraints (e.g. learning English because one lives in a particular country or attends a particular school where one has to learn a particular language). They rarely mentioned communication as an aim for language learning. The bilinguals explained learning languages for strong ideological and functional reasons (e.g. cultural and religious reasons, employment, communication) and understood language as a socialiser and a transmitter of culture (Sapir, 1949). They expressed their particularly positive feelings towards languages in utterances such as ‘I love English’ or ‘It is fun to learn’. Children who associate languages with strong positive feelings are likely to engage more actively in their language learning process
 and construct knowledge on a deeper level. The relation between feelings and cognition is not new (Vygotsky, 1962). It can be argued that structures of knowledge cannot be separated from emotions. 

How do attitudes influence the language learning process? Findings revealed that the motivation to learn languages and the attitudes towards them affected the pupils’ view of how languages are learned. Unlike their older peers, the young monolinguals did not perceive a strong relationship between language and culture nor did they see similarities between languages. They considered each language as an entity on its own and, as a result, learning languages became a very difficult task. In their eyes, the more languages one has to learn, the more difficult it becomes. On the other hand, the bilinguals and older monolinguals were able to see similarities between languages and group them into families. They believed that such similarities were likely to facilitate language learning, even though people might ‘mix up’ words or forget words in different tongues. In their eyes, the more languages people have, the easier it is to learn a new one. As Abdul put it: ‘They [bilinguals] have the spirit to learn languages.’ Against this background, language learning is not perceived as a threat or heavy burden but as a useful, manageable and desirable task. 

Maybe more interesting than the differences which appear in comparing the children’s strategies is the interplay between social and cognitive activities. A separation is difficult since cognition and social learning are in a dialogic relationship. In Vygotsky’s words, any mental process has social origins (Vygotsky, 1978). The bilingual and older monolingual children know that they cannot learn languages successfully when isolating themselves. Some of the strategies they mentioned such as asking somebody for help, finding native speakers or travelling to a country, are activities requiring communication and collaboration. Children gave countless examples where they actually were seeking for native speakers, were asking for help or were playing in order to learn an additional language. The importance of people as mediators of language and the link between language and culture was emphasised throughout the three interviews. I would like to give some examples of the last conversation which was not carried out with one individual child but with both children of the class together. In a role play, they were asked to introduce a new language at their school and to figure out suitable teaching methods. The younger Anglo Londoners had difficulties with the task, they argued that language learning was not an issue, did not agree upon a language to introduce and had few ideas for teaching languages. The younger Bangladeshi British children decided to teach English formally at kindergarten and to teach as many languages as possible at primary school. They claimed that ‘when they [children] know different languages, they can speak to any different people from a different country’.

The older bilinguals choose Arabic and the older monolinguals Bengali. All pupils except the young monolinguals, suggested to getting in contact with the particular community and to engaging in the same cultural activities as group members. The older bilinguals thought of introducing children to bilingual speakers and particular members of the community like the hafiz. Going to the mosque, reading the Qur’an and listening to prayers on the radio were listed as well. These cultural and religious practices were also mentioned by the monolinguals who, in addition, suggested watching films in Bengali with English subtitles, eating in Indian restaurants and going to Indian shops. Travelling to the country was mentioned as a further possibility.

Thus, communication and collaboration were comprehended as necessary tools for learning. The four bilinguals and the older monolinguals thought of improving proficiency by engaging in communication with speakers of the target language and by observing, imitating and consulting them. Other mediators of language and culture used, were books, tapes, videos, radio and television. No child omitted to mention them. As the first interviews showed, there were many occasions where such tools were not ‘there’ anyway, but made available by parents because of the explicit request of a child. This clearly points to the children’s desire to learn but also to their knowledge of how to use resources of their setting. These children seem to know and actually do what theorists are repeating: language learning is a social process in which participants are actively involved (Vygotsky, 1978; Rogoff 1990). 

3. some considerations for practitioners

I hope that these few examples revealed that pupils actively participated in the construction of knowledge by building on socio-cultural resources. It became obvious to what extent learning is depended on meaningful activities. Unfortunately, learning contexts in school often lack any type of meaningful activities. In times where transmission models of teaching (‘back to basics’) reign in schools, one might ask if there is any time for personal experience, desires, emotions, dialogue and controversies which are the starting point for learning to take place.     

This article might illustrate the importance language learning takes for young children, a subject which has no place in the National Curriculum. Unfortunately, neither pupils’ open-mindedness, commitment and attitudes towards various languages and cultures, nor their multiple learning strategies are of much concern, there is simply no time. However, one might hypothesize that pupils who are used to relying on various types of strategies and to combining them efficiently, are more likely to be successful and independent learners. They might also extrapolate their knowledge of how to learn languages to other fields. 

Where does this leave practitioners? Unless they are aware of the role they play in informing children’s strategies and in shaping their attitudes towards language learning, they cannot assist pupils in reflecting on learning or helping them to combine strategies efficiently. Teachers could start by talking about the children’s experience of language learning, thereby capitalising on the strengths and the linguistic expertise of bilingual children. Children, especially monolinguals, are likely to become more interested in a variety of languages and cultures. They will experience that languages open up doors to new people, new ways of exploring the world and new ways of thinking. Besides, pupils come to know effective strategies
 for language learning at an early age.

In fact, the young Anglo Londoners of this study were the disadvantaged, not the bilinguals! Having merely one language was the problem, not the opposite. The monolinguals would need help to overcome their narrow views. One might ask how much children would be able to achieve in a classroom if they were to call on experience, display skills, share knowledge and learn together in meaningful activities. A new world full of discoveries would open up for them and their teachers. But this requires giving a ‘voice’ to students and understanding them as active constructors of knowledge. Can teachers create such a productive learning environment when they have to deliver a prescribed curriculum?

References

Bachelard, G. in Parinaud A. (1996) Bachelard, Paris: Flammarion

Gregory, E., Williams, A., Asghar, A. (2000) Siblings as Mediators of Literacy in two East London Communities, ESRC Report R000222487, London

Grenfell, M., Harris, V. (1999) Modern Languages and Learning Strategies in Theory and Practice, London, New York: Routledge

Kirsch, C. (2000) What Informs Children’s Strategies when Learning an Additional Language? dissertation (MA), University of London 

Kress, G. (1997) Before Writing - Rethinking the Paths to Literacy, London: Routledge

Rogoff, B. (1990) Apprenticeship in Thinking - Cognitive Development in Social Context, Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press

Sapir, E. (1970) Culture, Language and Personality, Berkeley, California: University of California Press

Skutnabb-Kangas, T. (1981) Bilingualism or Not: The Education of Minorities, Clevedon: Multilingual Matters

Vygotsky, L. (1978) Mind in Society, Cambridge, Massachusetts, London: Harvard University Press 

Vygotsky, L. (1962) Thought and Language, fourth edition, Cambridge, Massachusetts, London, England: MIT Press

� In my small-scale study, it was unfortunately not possible to interview parents and to spend more time in the classroom observing children and teachers.


� In fact, in a society where Bengali is a not highly valued as a minority language, the bilinguals' strong positive feelings towards both heritage and host language and culture might come as a surprise if one ignores that both were highly valued at home and at school. Children's families and the Headteachers of both schools tied mastery of languages to success in society and committed themselves to providing a productive learning setting where children could do various different cultural and linguistic experiences.  


� Talking about strategies or learning tactics is one thing, knowing how to combine them efficiently is another matter. It must be said that talking about or teaching learning strategies does not automatically cause students to apply them in new contexts (Grenfell & Harris, 1999).
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