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Ways of becoming bilingual

A different language is a different vision of life.

Most speakers of the worlds approximately
6 000 languages are, in varying degrees, bilingual.
This is largely explained because many of them
are able to acquire the spoken forms of more
than one language in childhood. However, such
early exposure is not necessary in order for people
to become functionally bilingual. For example,
most European children who grow up bilingual
begin formal instruction in another language
well after they have acquired their native
language. In fact, it appears to be necessary for
children to naturally acquire at least one language
in order for normal cognitive development to
take place. This development is in turn necessary
as a basis for formal learning of a second language
and for general academic success.

Many of the conflicting views about
bilingualism and how to attain it, like most
other contentious issues, are clouded by lack of
clear definitions. Bilingualism itself is often not
clearly defined. Few people have equal
proficiency in more than one language: they
usually have different purposes for using the
languages and may find limited proficiency in
particular aspects of a second language sufficient
for their purposes. Even the term language’is a
nebulous concept. For example,
some linguists refer to the
distinct varieties of
Englishas separate

Englishes’ . Also,
only recently have
researchers
mapped some of
the major
differences
between spoken
and written
English. Our
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understanding of these differences has led to
print and online resources that make it more
possible than ever before to teach and learn the
various functions, registers and other aspects of
language. Analogously, multimedia, Internet
and telecommunication technologies are
enabling us to use English and othet global
trading languages’ in unprecedented authentic
ways.

Measurable improvements in bilingualism
come at the cost of intensive, high quality and
well-funded educational programmes. The social
and political will to support these programmes
extends beyond just making money available.
Vast sums of money have been spent by some
governments in Southeast Asia to teach English
with little to show for it. It has been argued that
one reason for this is that linguistic distance’
makes it difficult for speakers of Asian languages
to learn European languages, but a less
deterministic view is that we need better
educational practices. Principled educational
technology is one route to improved practice,
but although educational technology often relies
on independent, discovery-based approaches to
learning that help make learning and teaching

more sustainable
and effective, it
cannot replace
teachers. To be
useful, technology
must enhance
educational
programmes and be
mediated by a
teacher, and
teaching needs to be
recognised as a central
profession in society.



However, even with few resources and guidance, many people manage to learn a second language
as adults, and we can learn from the strategies they use. While we have limited understanding of
the mental processes that older children and adults use to learn a second language, we know it is
possible to compensate for loss of childhood flexibility by bringing to bear mature skills and cognitive
strategies. Mature learners are affected by a wide range of cultural and personal factors, and our
goals vary more than they did when we were children, so as individuals we differ in the particular
skills and strategies that we find most effective. Ultimately, success in learning a second language
depends on motivation and opportunity. The following general strategies for language learning have
been formulated based on the practices of effective learners:

develop self-confidence and a positive language learning attitude: dorit make
excuses; dort t worry about your age or aptitude;

be self-directed and don t overly rely on teachers;

understand your own learning style, evaluate and take advantage of opportunities
for learning: people, TV, radio, tapes, books, magazines, newspapers, etc.;

decide what level of commitment to make, then organise your learning and
manage your time; set reasonable goals based on your preferences and opportunities;
evaluate your progress regularly and reward yourself when you do well;

take calculated risks in using the language: be willing to make mistakes;

cooperate with others (e.g. form a support group); make conscious efforts to
work or socialise with proficient users of the language;

monitor your speech and writing, and that of others: look for patterns in the
language and make intelligent guesses;

pay attention to meaning, but be tolerant of yourself and others when you dont
understand;

ask questions (for both clarification and correction), and dort pretend to
understand when you really dont;

develop cultural understanding and become aware of the thoughts and feelings
of others;

resist direct translation into your mother tongue;

practise as much as possible; use what you learn; teach someone else what you
have learned;

memorise by creating mental links (e.g. apply images and sounds to words and
concepts);

review and record new vocabulary and grammar (e.g. make flashcards and repeat
aloud);

dort allow anxiety to defeat you: have fun and don t be too self-critical.

* Dr John Milton is the Director of English Language Courses, HKUST College of Lifelong Learning






Your library will never look like the same again!
The Book on the Bookshelf

C onsider the book and the bookshelf. Ordinary though they may appear, they do have extraordinary
knowledge inside. Books are taken for granted as things vertically placed on shelves with spines facing
out, but Henry Petroski tells us that this has not always been the case.

In The Book on the Bookshelf, Petroski traces how the book and its companion, the bookshelf,
evolved to adapt to physical changes in the former.

The author challenges the above taken-for-granted view by telling readers that the storage and
shelving of books, as well as the design and construction of libraries, are constantly evolving. Roman
and Greek scrolls were usually stored in a hatbox-like container. The development of codices and
the use of papyrus, vellum and other materials all called for different storage methods. It is very
interesting to learn that in monasteries in medieval Europe that books were shelved horizontally and
were chained to the shelving unit against theft. Petroski notes that the vertical arrangement of books
did not become a regular practice until overcrowding created the need which, in turn, arose as a result
of the mass production of books after Gutenberg.

Petroski also does a wonderful job in describing famous libraries
such as those at St. Johris College at Cambridge, Merton College at
Oxford, the Bodleian, the Laurentian Library in Florence, the British
Museum Reading Room and the American Library of Congress. He
depicts not only existing libraries, but also the future of library and
book printing.

Unimpeachably researched, well-written and richly illustrated,
The Book on the Bookshelf is really every bookwornis cup of tea.

As fellow of numerous professional institutes of engineering,
Henry Petroski is the Aleksandar S. Vesic Professor of Civil Engineering
and Professor of History of Duke University. He authored a number
of books including The Pencil: A History of Design and Circumstance
(1990) and Remaking the World: Adventures in Engineering (1997).
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