Issue No.12 June 2003

OFFICIAL

LANGUAGES AGENCY NEWSLETTER

-

B




Difficulties of becoming bilingual

Dr John Milton

The only language men ever speak perfectly is the one they learn in babyhood, when no one can teach them anything! ~Maria Montessori

It used to be thought that
children picked up their mother
tongue largely through mimicry.
Noam Chomsky argued in the late
1950s against such a simple
mechanism, pointing out that
children acquire the ability to
understand their native language very
early, regardless of its complexities,
and are able to speak it creatively by
the time they are just a few years old. This facility
cannot be completely explained by the limited exposure
infants have to language, or by correction from parents.
He reasoned that the only way to account for the
success and speed with which children learn their
mother tongue in childhood is to assume that we have
an inborn ability to grasp the grammatical principles
of all languages - and that all languages have a
systematic set of ‘parameters’ designed to be easily
acquired by children.

This inborn mechanism for spontaneous language
acquisition seems unique to childhood and is quickly
lost. If Chomsky and his followers are correct, this is
because the ‘mental switches’ which determine how
we understand and process structures and sounds are
irreversibly set in childhood. Puberty is sometimes
seen to mark a ‘critical period’ after which it becomes
more difficult to acquire and speak a language in the
spontaneous way that children do. This is especially
true of the finer points of pronunciation, so that when
we learn a language as adults we almost inescapably
retain a ‘foreign’ accent. Infants have already lost some
of their ability to discriminate foreign sounds by the
age of ten months! The biological mechanism which
predisposes us to acquire languages as infants extends
to gender as well. Girls start talking 1 or 2 months
earlier than boys, and even in the womb, female fetuses
move their mouths more frequently than males.
Regardless of age, women are in general more verbally
adept in both their L1 and in L2*.

Although apparently necessary, this uniquely
human gene is not sufficient to guarantee language
production. Children must also be able to interact in
the language (for example, hearing children of deaf
parents do not learn to speak by watching TV).
Assuming they have ample interaction, by the age of
one, most babies start to talk, and by two, they have
a vocabulary of 50-100 words. For several years after,
they acquire 6-10 new words a day. This phenomenal
ability is not limited to just one language. Children
who are exposed to two or more languages
simultaneously and consistently from an early age will
naturally acquire these languages. Such exposure is
rarely formal: millions of unschooled children in Africa
and elsewhere are bilingual, and in many cases,
multilingual. The attempt to duplicate these natural
processes via immersion in programmes taught in the
second language - for example in Anglophone Canada

to French - has met with mixed
success.

Most linguists accept that
mastery of a second language depends
on sufficient and comprehensible
input. What is ‘sufficient’ depends
on one’s goals. While it is possible
after childhood to learn aspects of
a language in a short period of time,
becoming fluent in a language for
most people takes many years. Also, learning the
conventions of the written system of a language is
different than learning to speak it. Even native speakers
of a language need years of formal education to become
adept in the academic use of their first language. The
pressure to learn a second language for academic
purposes in a short time often results in schools focusing
on teaching for immediate examination purposes, and
many students may barely be able to function in the
second language outside the examination hall.

Academic fluency, which is the type of language
facility we usually have in mind when we talk about
‘language standards’, depends largely on the ability to
understand written texts. A text can be
incomprehensible if as little as 2-5% of the vocabulary
is unknown. For this reason, the vocabulary of second-
language school materials is usually deliberately
‘controlled’. The drawback, however, is that by the
end of secondary school many students are still unable
to cope with authentic second-language materials. For
example, native English-speaking undergraduates have
avocabulary level of around 20 000 words. By comparison,
Cantonese-speaking undergraduates in Hong Kong
have English vocabulary levels of 2 000 -5 000 words.

Motivation is generally recognised as the key to
successful conscious learning of a second language by
older children and adults. We learn one or more
languages in childhood in order to communicate with
family members or significant others in our community.
As we grow older, our needs change and affective
factors become more complex. Without motivation
and reward - even if it is only a sense of accomplishment
- learning does not take place. Low motivation and
low ‘language standards’ are a vicious circle, and it
may come as no surprise to learn that in a recent survey
only 47% of Hong Kong secondary students indicated
they had a ‘strong’ motivation to learn Chinese and
English as academic subjects.

Given such constraints on the acquisition of a
second language, can we realistically expect that Hong
Kong can become a community of functionally bilingual
or trilingual citizens? We will look at some ways this
might be accomplished in the second part of this
article.**

* L1 and L2 stand for first language and second language respectively.

** The second part of this article will be published in the next
issue of Word Power.
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Homer sometimes nods

“ Horace (65-8 BC), a Roman
N Z lyric poet whose works are N

masterpieces of Latin literature of
the Golden Age, once wrote of
Homer, ‘sometimes even the noble
Homer nods’ (Ars Poetica).

Homer, the blind Greek bard
of the 8th century BC, was the
reputed author of the Iliad and the
Odyssey, the two major epics of
Greek antiquity. Horace’s remark,
rather than an implicit criticism,
suggests that accomplished as Homer
was, he sometimes erred in his
account of facts of the incidents he
mentioned. Horace excused

! Homer’s occasional drowsiness in
" view of the great length of his work.

Nobody can be at his best
all the time. The phrase ‘Homer
M « sometimes nods’ or ‘even Homer |
sometimes nods’ points out the fact
that even the best of us are liable to
make mistakes. For example:
‘Scientific reason, like Homer,
sometimes nods’. (T.H. Huxley)




Oliver Wong
Chinese Language Officer Il
Food and Environmental Hygiene Department

R = Reporter S = Shakespeare .f 1‘1‘ R: Wow, this is the strangest

R: Mr Shakespeare, thank you

S: Thou art most welcome, my

for being interviewed on All
Souls’ Day.

lad. This is the once-a-year
occasion on which | have
every right to come back to
life, although personally |
prefer its end, ‘for in that sleep of death what
dreams may come/When we have shuffled off this
mortal coil/Must give us pause...’

. Okay, okay, we all know that this is from your
most acclaimed work, Hamlet. Since we're on the
subject of this play, | can't wait to ask you my first
question: how did you come to have such a clear
concept of the Oedipus complex, almost 400 years
before Freud fully established the theory?

: Well, a son’'s attachment to his mother has
never been anything new. And don't forget the
story of Oedipus can be traced back to an ancient
Greek legend. In short, the history of literature,
as well as that of human beings, is inspired and
dictated by influential, albeit obscure, women.
The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.

: Speaking of women, | can’t hold back my curiosity:
it seems that your views on the fair sex are
confusing and inconsistent. For example, although
Gertrude in Hamlet is accused of sexual indulgence,
Isabella in Measure for Measure is reprimanded by
her brother for not yielding to Angelo’s sexual
advances. Can you explain this?

. Well, there’s really nothing to explain. All |
can say of my attitude is that I've never been
particularly sympathetic towards women. If they're
shrews, they're destined to be tamed; if they appear
to be virtuous, then they must be disabused of
their innocence. If they dare to manifest their
sexuality, like Gertrude, then they must meet with
a brutal end.

: Wait, wait-isn't that a sexist attitude towards
women? Don't you worry about being boycotted
by the modern reader?

. To thy question shall | render my response in
two parts. First, I hold no worry in connexion with
any modern reader’s boycott because | won't receive
royalty in any event, thanks to modern
international copyright laws. Second, being sexist
is a privilege not limited to me or other men.
Listen to any flock of women talking about men;
all you hear is: ‘selfish’, ‘uncaring’, ‘unfaithful’,
‘sex maniacs’, ‘couch potatoes’, ‘pigs’...
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S: Eternity belongs to my time, so long as | exist, in

opinion I've ever heard about
Shakespeare’s works; no
wonder, it's from Shakespeare
himself. But sir, how do you
know about modern attitudes
towards the opposite sex and
copyright laws? Aren’t your
ideas unique to your own time?

flesh or in spirit. Haven't you read Macheth? Spirits
are omniscient, anywhere, at anytime!

. | thought that this was only Macbeth’s

schizophrenic hallucinations ...

: What a stupid modern interpretation of my great

work thy idea is. Surely thou needst the
enlightenment by a woman as clever as Portia to
revitalise thy ailing career of a journalist.

R: (embarrassed)...Yes, yes, Portia appears to be an

exception to your sexist views on women. Why
is this so?

S: How hopeless thou art! Do you think her talents

would have been recognised had she not attempted
to pass as a man? And do you think Hermione in
The Winter’s Tale would have found her redress
if she hadn't posed as a dummy in the final scene?
Every actress in my time complained about how
tiring it was. They'd prefer to shout and yell on
stage like Ophelia! All in all, no woman in my
works can achieve the status of a heroine without
compromising certain feminine qualities.

R: (baffled) Well, well...Sir, one last question. What

would you like to say about the numerous film
versions of your plays?

S: Well, methinks the aging Julie Christie did a good

job in portraying Gertrude in Kenneth Branagh's
version of Hamlet, although I'd rather have seen
her play Ophelia in the earlier part of her career.
She was rosily tempting in Doctor Zhivago and
Darling. And Branagh looked obese as a Danish
prince; one good thing about his version, however,
was that it was much more serious than the other
one, starring Mel Gibson as Hamlet. Judi Dench
has played various roles in my plays in stage, film
and television versions. She is superb by both
Elizabethan and modern standards, but personally
I wish she were more light-hearted. And let me
say, of the many journalists who have interviewed
me, thou appearest to be the most inadequate,
alas! To have an in-depth understanding of
Shakespeare’s works, | suggest thou re-read the
complete Arden Shakespeare.
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Across Down
1. Inevitable and beyond cognitive control, given sufficient causes 2. Often negative, but something
4. The Greek root of this word meant ‘to appear’, but it is often to be desired when learning a
used to mean ‘unbelievably great’ language
6. Imitative behaviour 3. Readily understood
7. Novel 5. Something (often behaviour)
10. Arising without apparent external cause influenced by emotion

oo

12. In this context, an inescapable circuit Makes susceptible
14. In this context, a positive ability to distinguish, but often used 9. When something can be kept

to mean to treat badly because of perceived differences up
15. In spite of ... 11. In a similar or fitting way;
16. More widely known in some circles for his political views than correspondingly

for his scientific research 13. Enough

17. The basis for action
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Enter the quiz and you could win a prize!
Simply send the completed puzzle to the Word
Power Editorial Board, Official Languages Agency,
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. .-.-.--.- 23/F, Queensway Government Offices, 66
- Queensway, Hong Kong by 31 July 2003. Five

.-.-.- winners will be drawn. Results will be announced
in the next issue of Word Power.

Issue No.11
“Places and Names”
ANSwers :

The winners are:

Name Department

|
|
|
|
|
|
| CHEUNG Chi-kit  Labour Department
|
|
|
|
|
|

LAU Yiu-yan Highways Department

SETO Ka-wai Department of Justice U S vV

SUEN Chin-pang  Civil Engineering Department E
G E N

SUM SY Customs & Excise Department

They will be notified individually by post.
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“ hdha’ ” @ ChTChi ”

“ gege nos heheé ”
huahua " “ hualala ”
“ ” “ " baji
chanchéan congcong huahua hualala
haha Sousou
danglang dingdang dingding-dangdang
wawua wawa
honglonglong I6ngléng

xixilili

ji-jigaga

ji-ligalu di-digugu

peng

shuashua
gula
XUxu hachi
WOWG
gaga
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