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Interculturalism on the Internet
Sami Grover

Welcome to the summer issue of the
BFN, which has a distinctly
do-it-yourself theme running through it.
Whilst all of us occasionally seek out
support or advice from others, it takes a
certain courage to get out there and set
up the resources that we wish to see.
Fortunately, it would appear, there are
plenty of bi/multilingual folk out there
doing just that.
Whether it is young, enthusiastic parents
setting up their own websites, or
communities establishing postal
libraries, it is clear that there is much
that we can do to support ourselves, and
those around us, to make the most of
our languages and cultures.
We also hear of a more controversial
grass roots initiative – a
Spanish-language re-write of the Star
Spangled Banner. For some this is a sign
of cultural creativity, for others an
infringement on their own cultural
identity. It is not for the BFN to take
sides on such an issue, we are just
interested in how we all create and
recreate traditions, resources and cultures
around us to establish a sense of
belonging.
The BFN has always been a DIY resource
itself. We rely on material from our
readers to keep the newsletter relevant to
modern bilingual parents. I'd like to take
this opportunity, therefore, to ask you to
please keep your articles, letters, queries
and anecdotes coming. We really do
mean it when we say that the BFN is for
you, but above all it is by you.
Sami Grover
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Since its inception, the internet has
undoubtedly revolutionized worldwide
communication. Through the wonders of
email and online chat, it is now possible to
communicate all around the world with
friends, loved ones, colleagues,
acquaintances, and even total strangers.
More recently, online telephone services
such as Skype have sprung up, promising to
slash that ever-present nightmare of so
many international families – the
long-distance telephone bill. It almost
seems like the internet was just made for
the average BFN reader, yet until recently
there seemed to be very few prominent
websites offering advice, support, resources
and a virtual meeting place for
bi/multicultural families. This, however, is
beginning to change.
Type ‘bilingualism’ into Google and you
will be presented with a wealth of internet
sites discussing the topic. However, on
closer inspection, many of these turn out to
be either aimed at academic researchers,
teachers and health care professionals who
work with bilingual children, or they are
general parenting sites that happen to have
a small section of advice on children and
language issues. Sites aimed specifically at

multilingual families are slightly harder to
come by, but they are there. We at the
Bilingual Family Newsletter, for example,
have now set up a website dedicated
specifically to the BFN
(www.bilingualfamilynewsletter.com).
Whilst the BFN has always had a presence
on the site of Multilingual Matters, this site
was simply a space for information on
ordering. By creating a dedicated site, we
are now able to make the content of the
BFN available online, including an archive
of all back-issues which are available to
subscribers via a password (N.B. if any
subscribers have not received and/or have
forgotten their passwords, please email
info@multilingual-matters.com). This
basically allows subscribers access to PDF
files containing over 23 years worth of
back-issues at the touch of a button.
Another new website which should be
making its way up the search-engine
listings in the near future has been set up
by the Bilingual and Bicultural Family
Network (www.biculturalfamily.org). The
site originates from a family support
network based in Seattle in the US, but is
aimed at families around the world.
Bilingual and Bicultural Family Network
offers essays, articles, humor, tips and
resources for families raising multilingual
and multicultural children, as well as
listings of playgroups, schools,
organizations and discussion lists. Most
recently the network has put out a survey,
consulting readers on the situation for
bi/multilingual families in their community
- what is/is not working for them, and what
could be improved. According to the
website, the feedback from this survey will
Continued on page 2

Interculturalism on the Internet
Continued from page 1
be used to ‘put together plans of action for
changing the landscape of language and
culture one family and community at a
time!’
Corey Heller, one of the prime movers
behind the new site, explains that the
Bilingual and Bicultural Family Network
is mainly interested in empowering parents
to make effective and informed choices for
their families:
‘We try to offer a variety of support so that
families everywhere can make informed
decisions which match their own family’s
needs. We are primarily interested in
empowering parents to take an active role
in deciding what works best for them. We
hope our website will encourage
individuals everywhere to ask questions,
engage in discussions and to allow
themselves to continually redefine what it
means to be multilingual and multicultural
in the 21st century.’
Putting together such an impressive
resource takes time, skill and
determination. The project has certainly
benefited from the involvement of some
skilled and computer literate people –
Corey herself works in software
engineering, and Karen Wegehenkel,
another key member of the network, is a
professional web-designer. Corey says that
despite being advised otherwise by friends
and family, she deliberately doesn’t record
how many hours she spends maintaining
and updating the site. She fears that she
would be shocked if she saw the figures on
paper:

more) a week working on the website in
some way or other. It is my “fourth child”
and if it weren’t in my life, I would
definitely feel a void. The people I am in
contact with each day and the friendships I
have formed via this group are truly
priceless.’
So far all the work put into the site has
been voluntary, but there are fears that the
amount of input required is unsustainable
without at least some form of renumeration
for those putting in the long hours. The
group is planning, therefore, to develop a
range of resources and materials, as well as
courses and seminars, to aide bilingual and
Karen Wegehenkel and Corey Heller with
multilingual families and, hopefully, to
their children
generate a little income to maintain and
develop the site:
efforts to raise multilingual and
multicultural children regardless of
whether we make a profit or not. If we
happen to make a profit through providing
truly beneficial products and services, then
We hope our website will
we’d be delighted!’

encourage individuals
everywhere... to continually
redefine what it means to be
multilingual and
multicultural in the 21st
century.

‘This product line is being developed and
created by BBFN families so it is a very
exciting collaboration of families around
the world!’
Despite the need to make a living, the
focus remains very much on the children
and parents, not profit:

‘I can say that the Bilingual and Bicultural ‘Our mission is to provide support,
resources, information and whatever else
Family Network is on my mind 24/7 and I
we can so that families can thrive in their
spend at least 10-15 hours (if not much

Katia Bresso, a French/Swiss ecologist
married to an Englishman, is another
multicultural parent who has recently set
up her own site
(www.multilingualfamily.co.uk). The idea
for the site came about after the birth of
Katia’s son, Joshua. Katia was keen to
meet other French speaking parents for
support and friendship, yet found it very
hard to find families in similar situations.
She set about creating a forum whereby
UK-based parents of any language group
could make contact with others in their
area and set up support groups or
friendship networks. Whilst the site is
fairly new, it is already gaining some
attention, including a recent mention in the
parenting section of the national Guardian
newspaper.

In The News: Spanish-Language Anthem Causes Controversy
The 1st of May was marked by
massive protests in the USA against
proposed immigration law reforms.
Hundreds of thousands of people went
on strike and marched in mass rallies
across the nation. The event, dubbed
A Day Without Immigrants, aimed to
demonstrate how dependent the US
economy is on migrant laborers, many
of whom are in the country illegally.
Inevitably, in the coverage of the
protests, language was a frequent
topic of debate. Much time was given
over to discussing questions such as:
How best to teach recent immigrants
English? Is it the duty of immigrants
to assimilate linguistically? Is it time
to rethink the idea of English as the
sole official language?
Perhaps one of the most intriguing
developments during this nationwide

debate was the release of a
Spanish-language version of the
national anthem. Nuestra Himno, or
‘Our Anthem’, was released by British
music producer Adam Kidron, and
features hip-hop star Wyclef Jean. The
song features lyrics based on the
original Star Spangled Banner and is,
according to its creator, a ‘song that
affords those immigrants that have not
yet learned the English language, the
opportunity to fully understand the
character of The Star Spangled
Banner, the American flag and the
ideals of freedom that they represent.’
However, others were offended by the
move, condemning it as insensitive to
sing the anthem in anything other than
the original form. Mark Krikorian, of
the Center for Immigration Studies, a
think-tank proposing tighter
immigration regulation, asked:

‘Would the French accept people
singing the La Marseillaise in English
as a sign of French patriotism?I think
not.’
The President also stated his position,
arguing that those wanting to become
citizens should learn English and sing
the anthem in English.
The American public remains split
over whether the song was a positive
expression of the nations diversity, or
another sign of some immigrants’
refusal to participate in mainstream
US culture. However, one thing is
certain, Nuestra Himno put the
question of language, patriotism, and
cultural allegiance firmly back in the
media spotlight.
Source: MSNBC News

Notes from the OPOL
Family

are optional and it’s not necessary to send
a thank-you note.

Happy Anniversaire!

In Malaysia there is another concept too.
The ‘open’ party is usually held on a
weekend in a garden or by the condo pool.
It revolves around a buffet lunch or
‘hi-tea’ sometimes with a clown or
magician for entertainment. An invitation
from a classmate or neighbour requests
you come along with your family. Food is
copious and the party goes on for hours,
with families popping in when they feel
like it. It’s a great way to meet other
parents or catch up with friends. Gifts are
opened later and you might get a
thank-you text message afterwards. All the
children are given a generous party-bag.

Katia Bresso with her son Joshua
As with the Bilingual and Bicultural
Family Network, Katia’s site has, so far,
very much been a labour of love:
‘It is run pretty much as a public service,
with no financial income at all so far. I did
not take the time to think about finances
too much before hand as I was so
passionate about it. Yes it takes time and
money but it is so rewarding when it is
working and you are helping people.’
Katia is hoping to get contributions from
others, including links to other useful
resources, and she is also considering
having some advertising to support the
work that goes into the site. However, she
is adamant that any commercial content
should be relevant and useful to those
using the site, and insists that the primary
goal will remain to help and inform parents
of bi/multilingual children.
Incerasingly, local groups are also getting
in on the act, realising that the internet is
not only useful for global communication,
but can also serve as a focus point for
regional information and activities.
Regional groups supporting bilingualism in
general, such as the Waltham Forest
Bilingual Group (www.wfbilingual.org.uk),
are publicising their community events and
seminars online, and specific language
communities are also harnessing the power
of the internet to market themselves. The
Finnish community in Bristol, South West
England, for example, has set up a site
(www.finlandinbristol.co.uk) that provides
the latest information on Finnish social and
cultural events in the area, such as book
clubs, church services, lunch groups and
social outings. The site also provides
details of the courses being run by the local
Finnish Saturday school, and any other
news or information that may be relevant
to members. It provides a highly accessible
platform for newcomers to find out about
the various groups in the area and to get
hold of their contact details. In some ways
it provides the services that would
traditionally been served by a group
newsletter, and whilst it does bring with its
own unique set of challenges and
expenses, it can certainly save on mass
mailings and printing costs.
Continued on page 4

Suzanne Barron-Hauwert
Suzanne Barron-Hauwaert and Jacques
Hauwaert are an English/French couple
with three more-or-less bilingual children
(Marc, 9, Nina, 7 and Gabriel, 3). They
have lived as a family in Budapest, Cairo,
Zurich, France and England and now live
in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Marc and
Nina attend the Lycee Francais there.
They try to stick to the OPOL approach.
We’ve just celebrated Nina’s 7th birthday
and can relax until next year! Birthdays in
our family are tinged with sadness because
it’s rare that the grandparents, aunts,
uncles or cousins are there. In the
beginning we arranged to be with one or
the other set of grandparents, but since
moving to Malaysia three years ago we
only go back in the summer.
In the morning the children can open cards
from family and friends, but the time
difference of 8 hours obliges us to wait
until we can telephone England and France
and wake up the grandparents. They are
sleepily saying ‘good morning’ while we
are excitedly talking about what we did
that day.
We like to have parties but party etiquette
is culturally bound. In England the party is
held at home or at a special party play
area. All or most of the class would be
invited. The children play games, eat
chicken nuggets, sausages and chips,
followed by jelly and ice-cream. They sing
Happy Birthday, cut the cake and are
picked up by the parents on the dot. Each
child is given a party-bag with a piece of
cake, sweets and a little gift. Birthday
presents are often opened later and a
hand-written thank-you card is sent out.
The French mamans tell me that they
usually invite only the closest friends and
they have a ‘gouter’ or afternoon snack at
home. This is mainly sweet pastries like
croissants or French bread and chocolate
spread. They sing Joyeaux Anniversaire
(to the same tune as Happy Birthday) and
the children eat the cake. Gifts are opened
and everyone is thanked politely with a
kiss or two. Parents pick up their children
and might stop for an aperitif. Party-bags

We try to blend the best of the three
cultures. We have had several open parties
for the children, usually a Sunday
afternoon tea where we invite all the
parents and siblings too, this makes a nice
day for everyone. Except I never know
how many people will turn up on the day.
I do get cross about RSVPs and invitations
though. I always send out invites two
weeks in advance, yet a majority of the
mothers don’t even reply, which I consider
rude. The first year I painstakingly
telephoned each mother one by one and I
still couldn’t get an answer out of them!
So we get children turning up
unannounced, or cancelling on the day
because they are ‘too tired’.
I like to organise party games but it can be
tricky. The French kids had never heard
of ‘Pass the Parcel’ or ‘Pin the Donkey’s
Tail’ and when I tried to do ‘Simon
says…’ it was quickly transformed into
Jacques a dit…stretching my vocabulary
knowledge as the kids waited for the next
instruction! Recently we have done
piñatas that everyone is familiar with.
For Nina’s 5th birthday she wanted an
‘open’ party, and invited everyone she
knew. We ordered two huge cakes, one
with Happy Birthday Nina! and another
one with Bon Anniversaire Nina! The
cake-shop girl got confused and iced the
cakes with Happy Anniversary Nina! Now
we stick to Happy Birthday….
There are a few rules we stick to:
• The invitations must be bilingual so no
one can say they didn’t know what day
or where!
• When we cut the cake we sing twice,
once in English and once in French.
• The children can open their gifts in front
of their guests and say thank-you properly (or a few kisses if they are French) if
they want to.
But being English I simply have to thank
people afterwards. It just doesn’t seem
right not too…
http://opol-family.blogspot.com/
Suzanne Barron-Hauwaert’s blog with the
history of the OPOL family and how it all
started....
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Individual families are also getting in on
the act. Suzanne Barron-Hauwert, author
of Language Strategies for Bilingual
Families: The One Parent-One
Language Approach, and regular
columnist in the BFN, has created an
online ‘blog’, detailing stories and
anecdotes from her family’s daily life
(http://opol-family.blogspot.com). The
site provides an entertaining and thought
provoking insight into the world of a
truly international family, delivered in
Suzanne’s familiar tongue-in-cheek
style.
It seems that bilingual and multilingual
groups and organizations around the
world are finally beginning to realize the
full potential of the internet for their
communities, and it is highly likely that
this trend will continue. Most
community groups will have members
with computer skills, or at least
connections to people with such skills,
and whilst it will involve an investment
of time, and probably also money, the
rewards can be great. For those
interested in setting up a website, but
who are intimidated by all things
computer related, it may be worth
considering Katia Bresso’s advice:
‘Just do it… It’s a learning curve of
course as I had never created a website
before. But it is very rewarding when
you see that it works.’
And for those of us who do not have the
inclination to delve into the world of
HTML coding, domain registration and
the like, then we can certainly support
the growing number of groups that are
out there trying to provide a service to
our communities. Many sites will
welcome contributions of articles,
suggested links, or comments on how
the site can be improved. The internet is,
by definition, international, now it’s up
to us to make sure it is also intercultural.

the BFN needs you...
Do you know someone who might enjoy the
BFN? Why not order a free sample copy
for a friend using the order form on page 8?
Do you know of a group that would be
interested in a group subscription?
Discounted rates are available for multiple
orders delivered to the same address.
The BFN cannot exist without the
contributions of its readers. We welcome
articles, anecdotes, queries and letters on
all aspects of language learning and
intercultural living. Please contact us to
discuss the possibilities:
info@multilingual-matters.com

The Reading Circle: A Do-It-Yourself Postal Library
Annie Donwerth Chikamatsu
meant that the circle would last seven
months. I ordered the books through an
online company and collected money from
the parents for the price of the books, for
the padded envelopes and labels, and for
the initial mailing.

‘It’s like Christmas every month,’ a friend
said, once the reading circle got going.
Living in Japan, with children whom I
hoped would be bilingual, forced me to
look outside the box. We as mothers are
advised, no matter where we reside, to
provide our children with a wide variety of
reading experiences when they are young
in order to make them enthusiastic readers.
Reading material in English was expensive
and hard to find in Tokyo in the 90s.
Picture books were scarce. Our local
library had a limited selection, but
distance, weather, and opportunity made it
difficult to get them back on time. We
were never fined but were sent letters of
warning. Three letters and we could have
lost our library privileges.
In the end we never lost the privilege, but
we did lose interest in their books. My
children loved books and we needed a
steady flow of different and interesting
stories.

Another member and I got together to pack
the books after they were delivered to my
house. We decided how to group them.
We put a dot sticker on the right hand
corner of each book and labeled it. We
numbered each envelope on one of the
lower back corners and made a list of the
contents as we went along. We typed and
printed a copy of that information and then
cut and taped the list of contents on the
corresponding envelope.
Using the list of members, we then put
mailing labels on them. The number of

A reading circle would be a
great way for people living
outside their native lands to
have a variety of books in
their native language for
themselves or their children.

the envelope had to correspond to the
member’s number on the list. They were
I had always perused catalogs and
to be sent by book rate so no
magazines keeping a wish list. Knowing
correspondence could be sent along. A
that I couldn’t afford to buy them all
list of the location of each envelope by
myself, I decided to set up a reading
circle. I asked members of a playgroup to month along with a list of the contents of
each envelope was sent to everyone by
pool money to buy books that we could
pass around (children are reluctant to give e-mail. That list was essential for tracking
who had which envelope and for making
up their own books for a long period of
time). I envisioned a box of books coming sure the books got back into the right
to our door each month that we passed on envelope.
to someone else. It turned out that a
Member A is first on the list and receives
padded envelope could hold five books
envelope #1. After a month’s time, she
and could go book rate making it the
passes it on to member B, second on the
cheapest way.
list. Member B had received envelope #2
Most of the planning and communication initially and then passes it on to member C
and so on. We had seven members and
for the reading circle was done by email.
seven envelopes. If the circle starts in
We decided who would pass or mail to
January, with seven members, it will end
whom. After keeping an envelope of
in July.
books for one month, a member had to
pass or mail her envelope on to the next
In July, at the end of our round, we
person on the list. Some members saw
scheduled a meeting in order to decide
each other regularly so they passed them
who got to keep which books. As the
on in person.
children busied themselves with craft
I asked for suggestions for books and sent projects related to some of the books,
mothers drew numbers to determine who
out suggestions of my own. We came up
got first choice. To make it fair, we chose
with 35 titles. There were seven members
numbers seven times so everyone got a
in the circle so that meant 5 books would
chance to be the first to choose. In other
be placed in each envelope. That also
words, there were seven rounds of

proved to be a little difficult. It was a great
way to share books for a while. It was a
great way to shop for books, too. Some of
the titles, like Tikki Tikki Tembo, were
hard to let out of the house after a
month’s time. There were other books,
too, that were favorites among the
children. Most of us had to order copies
of our own. A reading circle would be a
great way for people living outside their
native lands to have a variety of books in
selection. We were not able to have
their native language for themselves or
meetings for subsequent circles, so we just their children. It would be a good idea,
kept the last envelope of books that came
too, for families living in rural areas who
to us.
don’t have access to a public library. For
us, it broadened our reading world and
We had five rounds of the Reading Circle
thus broadened our children’s language
before it dissolved. Some of the children
outgrew picture books. Widening the scope experience.

In The News:
Welsh Language Forum
The second Fforwm Iaith (language
forum) took place on 16th May in
Swansea. The forum was set up for
anyone with an interest in the Welsh
language – whether Welsh speakers or
not – to share their views and provide
suggestions on future policy.
The theme of the evening was The
Benefits of Bilingualism, with guests
hearing evidence of successful bilingual
programmes from around the world.
For details of this forum and other
language news visit:
www.new.wales.gov.uk

Should I speak Imperfect Spanish to My Son?
I am a US citizen, as is my wife. We have
one son, who just turned six months old.
My father was born in Cuba, and came
to this country in 1959. He met my
mother and they married here. My
father chose not to teach me Spanish
when I was growing up as he wanted me
to fit in easily with my peers. The only
time I would hear Spanish was when we
visited relatives in Florida or Texas.
Last summer I visited my cousin who
lives in Barcelona. On that trip I had a
chance to spend time with other family
members who speak only Spanish. I
realized that I am the only one on that
side of my family who can not speak the
language. I arrived home determined to
reclaim this side of my heritage, and
have been working hard for the last
This is a difficult question to answer
simply. It really depends on how perfect
or imperfect your second language is. One
thing is for sure. If you are a bad model of
language for your child, you should not
speak that language to the child. If a child
begins to learn incorrect linguistic
structures or inexact expression from you
speaking a second language, you may be
undermining rather than helping the
child’s language development. The errors
made by the parent may become part of
the child’s normal language (error
fossilization). Children may also come to
despise and show dissatisfaction towards a
parent who they later realize speaks a
second (majority) language ‘incorrectly’.
However, the language you speak to the
child, particularly when the child is young,
may be at the level where correctness is
relatively assured. In speaking to young
children, there is often a simplification of
both grammatical structure and
vocabulary. So it may be that you have
sufficient language competence to be a
valuable model to the child and your
competence grows in a language along
with the child.

It is usually important that the child also
listens to native speakers of the language.

Visits to beaches, banks and
bookshops, swimming pool
and sports events, carnivals
and cafes mean that new
experiences stimulate
language growth.

Such native speakers provide role models
for language pronunciation, expression,
nuances in language use and meaning.
Such language support may be provided
by parents in the form of CDs, DVDs,
books, posters, satellite TV, the internet
and comics. Going on vacations where that
second language is used daily (e.g. going
to Spain) can be very valuable indeed and
is highly recommended. The child sees the
purpose of the language in another

nine months to learn Spanish. I have
come far, and am now able to converse
roughly in the language, but my
grammar is still shaky.
I want to raise my son to be bilingual,
and give him this connection to our
past. My wife is supportive but has
little interest in learning the language
herself. My father is fluent but he only
sees the child about once every two
weeks. I try to talk to my son in
Spanish, but I am apprehensive as my
pronunciation and grammar are only
at an upper intermediate level. Should I
be talking to him in Spanish that is far
from perfect? What else can I do for
him to make up for my limited skills?
Tommy Magrinat
Chapel Hill, NC, USA
community, that speaking the language is
not ‘eccentric’ and will start to pick up a
local or vernacular use of the language.
New vocabulary needs developing as the
child grows older, with a wider and deeper
understanding of the meanings of words.
Appropriate use of language in different
situations, holding a sustained
conversation, pronunciation, an awareness
and a love of language, accuracy of
grammatical structure are all enhanced
when language frontiers are continuously
pushed back. Visits to beaches, banks and
bookshops, swimming pool and sports
events, carnivals and cafes mean that new
experiences stimulate language growth.
Prof. Colin Baker
University of Wales Bangor, UK
The fourth edition of Colin Baker's
"Foundations of Bilingual Education and
Bilingualism" is now available priced
£19.95/ US$34.95.
Order at 20% discount via
www.multilingual-matters.com

Stuttering and Bilingualism:
Finding the Courage to be Heard
Dr I.M. Laversuch
monolingual and bilingual speakers in
terms of their likelihood of having
stuttering in their life.’ (Au-Yeung,
Howell, Davis, Charles, and Sackin, 2000:
4).

American newscaster John Stosser is one
of many prominent figures who have
overcome the challenges of stuttering.
Reply to Carole Paquis:
Swimming in The Netherlands
We are an Anglo-French couple living in
The Netherlands (NL) for work purposes
with an 8-year old daughter. Our
daughter started swimming lessons in the
NL when she was just over five years
old.
The teaching methods used in the pool
where she attends are excellent. They
give the children confidence in the water
but also let them have fun. The
swimming techniques are very important
to pass the different certificates and I
have seen children refused the exam
because of a lack of symmetry in the
breast stroke or because their elbow did
not come out of the water enough in the
crawl.
We live in The Hague, which is an
international city and the swimming
teachers are faced with a mixed public.
Nevertheless, I find their attitude has
always been kind and respectful of other
ways, even when trying to change them.
For example, they have a lot of
American children who come to the
lessons having learned “free style” and
who kick their legs all the time when
swimming. The instructors kindly (and
repetitively) remind them of the proper
movement of the legs when learning the
breaststroke.
The lessons are usually given in Dutch
and English (our daughter is fluent in
French and English and understands a lot
of Dutch). As for many sports the
children who don’t understand follow
the example of their peers or of the
teacher, so language is generally not a
problem.
Elisabeth Besson
The Hague, Netherlands

On average, approximately 20% of
children will go through a stage in their
language development when their speech
is so disfluent that their parents will
become concerned. In most cases, this is
temporary. Unfortunately, many parents of
bilingual children are not given this
information. Instead, they are routinely
advised to abandon their efforts to raise
their children multilingually. The result is
often a double loss for the family and the
community as the language most often
sacrificed is a minority language.
But is this sacrifice necessary? Does
bilingualism actually cause stuttering?
According to current research, no one
single factor causes stuttering. Instead
multiple variables are involved. For
example, experts generally agree that
genetics play a key role. This inference is
buttressed by the fact that stuttering is
three to four times more common in boys
than in girls. Also speaking in favor of a
hereditary link is the fact that stuttering
often runs in families.
However, there is no evidence that
stuttering is a learned behaviour; nor is it
contagious! Children do not ‘pick up’
stuttering from an adult care-giver who
stutters. In addition to DNA, there are also
many psychological, social, and situational
factors involved. For example, many
stutterers dislike telephoning because they
fear the silences which can come as they
struggle to speak.
But does bilingualism increase the chance
of stuttering? Again, the answer is ‘No.’ In
fact, research demonstrates that bilinguals
have no higher incidence of stuttering than
monolinguals do. For example, in a recent
study by University College London,
researchers compared the life-histories of
nearly 800 people from 40 different
countries who spoke 52 different native
languages. In the end, they concluded that
‘[...]there is no difference between

While this may be a relief for many BFN
parents, this does not mean that bilingual
children are immune to stuttering. What
should you do then, if your bilingual child
develops a stutter? According to the
Stuttering Foundation (SF), stuttering
typically occurs in the bilingual child’s
strongest language. If this happens, don’t
panic. Instead, the SF advises you monitor
your own speech. Make a concerted effort
to speak in relaxed, unhurried manner,
without becoming unnatural or artificial.
Also, for the time being, avoid mixing
vocabulary from the different languages
you speak; try to stay in one language at a
time. However, do allow your child to
speak in whatever language he/she prefers.
When your child begins to stutter, let
him/her know you’re still listening,
attentively but not critically. Often body
language can help here. Simply
maintaining reassuring eye-contact,
nodding your head, or smiling warmly can
be great encouragers.

For the stuttering teen,
routine rites of passage like
asking someone out for a
date can be especially
traumatic; and peers are
not always kind.

Aside from taking these actions, the SF
suggests refraining from others. Resist the
urge, no matter how tempting, to either
finish your child’s sentence or to say ‘Slow
down’, ‘Relax’, ‘Breathe’. Instead, wait
until your child has finished speaking and
then unobtrusively and fluidly model
his/her disfluent utterances. Imagine for
example a German–English speaking child
stammering the sentence: ‘Ich sah
BBBettina in der SStr...Tram today!’
In German, an appropriate parental
response might be ‘Na, schön. Du sahst
Bettina heute in der Strassenbahn. Wie
geht es ihr?’; whereas in English a
encouraging parent might mirror: ‘Really?
That’s nice. You saw Bettina in the tram
today. How is she?’ Notice that both
responses address the child’s stammer
without drawing undue attention to it.

1990s; and last but not least, the beloved
television star, Nick Brendon. [Okay,
maybe you don’t know him, but chances
But what can you do if your monolingual
are your teenager will recognize this star
child has already developed a stutter before of the cult series Buffy, The Vampire
you introduce a second language? In this
Slayer]. These are just a few stars who are
case, the SF advises temporarily
successful not in spite of their stutter...but
postponing your bilingual plans until your
largely because of it.
child becomes secure in his/her first
language and is progressing at a normal,
developmentally appropriate pace. Timing
is essential here.
Whatever the language, the goal should be
natural speech without fear of punishment.

Many parents understandably decide to
introduce a new language on the basis of an
outside factor such as beginning of a new
school year, the family moving to a
different language area, or the behest of
monolingual relatives. Although these are
all compelling reasons, they have more to
do with the social environment than with
the child’s individual language
development. In other instances, parents
might put pressure on their kids (and
themselves) to introduce a second language
because they mistakenly believe the
younger children are, the better they will
learn. However, the truth is the way kids
learn languages is typically different from,
not better than, the way adolescents do.
While children can be wonderfully creative
and receptive language learners, teens are
often more methodical and committed. This
brings up another important question: What
if your bilingual teen stutters?
Stuttering during adolescence can be
particularly difficult when fears of being
different are great. For this reason, the SF
recommends being especially sensitive.
Although the transition to young adulthood
is never easy, for the stuttering teen routine
rites of passage like asking someone out for
a date can be especially traumatic, and
peers are not always kind. Moreover, the
pressure to perform verbally may not only
come from your teen’s social life, but
his/her scholastic life as well. From oral
reports to class presentations, verbal
performance is a regular part school
curriculums today. For a stuttering
teenager, all this emphasis on speaking can
lead to what psychologists call ‘toxic
shame’ and avoidance behavior.
If left unresolved, this problem may even
lead some young adults to shy away from
following their dream profession because it
involves some form of public speaking. For
all these reasons, it is critical that young
people who stutter are given positive role
models—people like Grammy award
winning songstress, Carly Simon; former
NBA star turned sport commentator, Bill
Walton; presenter of the American
television channel ABC’s 20/20 news
show, John Stossel; the one and only actor
James Earl Jones whose million dollar
voice gave life to Star Wars Darth Vader in
the 1970’s and then entered homes around
the world announcing ‘This is CNN’ in the

Unlike Demosthenes,
stutterers today have many
therapeutic alternatives
open to them... to pick the
one that is best it is
essential to work with a
speech therapist.

In many ways, their life stories echo that
of legendary orator, Demosthenes, who
also suffered from a severe speech
impediment. According to the legend,
everyday the young man went to the
seaside where he put a handful of pebbles
into his mouth and forced himself to speak
over the roar of the waves. Through his
perseverance, he, like the personalities
above, learned to use his voice to reach his
dreams. However, unlike Demosthenes,
stutterers today have many therapeutic

alternatives open to them. To pick the one
that is best for your loved one, it is
essential to work with a speech therapist,
who can design an individual plan which
is positive and proactive. This point can’t
be overstated.
Many people who stutter spend years
terrified that someone will notice. Thus,
often, it’s not their stutter but rejection and
ridicule they fear. Instead of trying to hide
(a strategy which can cause great
psychological pressure and social
avoidance), stutterers might want to
consider talking openly about their
stammer. Although this can be frightening
at first, much can be gained from honesty.
In some cases, of course, people will
react punitively or disrespectfully. If this
happens, you have gained invaluable
information about them: you need never
waste another breathe on that person
again. In many other cases, though,
people may surprise you with their
compassion; some may even feel
emboldened to share something personal
about themselves. In short, being open
about a stammer can be liberating for
everyone concerned. After all, as one
famous stutterer by the name of Winston
Churchill once said: ‘The only thing to
fear is fear itself!’
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