10 Ways to Use Bilingual Books with Children
Research continues to show that support for the home language is an essential element
in supporting children's academic skills. Parents who engage with their children in their
home language through discussion, reading books out loud and in everyday activities
help children to do better in school, even if the school language is different from the
home language. This is in contrast to research many decades ago that encouraged
parents to speak the community language at home with their children, believing this
would strengthen their children's academic language skills. We now know that this past
research was flawed and that, in fact, the opposite is true.
Bilingual books are wonderful tools to help create a bridge between languages. They
give teachers the opportunity to educate children in the school language, while at the
same time they foster an appreciation for the home language. Bilingual books encourage
parents to continue using their home language, knowing that it will benefit, not detract
from, their children's school language learning.
Below are 10 tips on how teachers and parents can use bilingual books in the classroom
and at home to help children excel in language skills as well as to encourage cultural
appreciation.
1) Teachers read a bilingual book out loud in the school language while parents read the
same book out loud at home in their language. Did you know that parents who read to
their children in a home language can actually help strengthen their children's academic
skills? It is true! This is in addition to many other benefits, such as strengthening the
parent-child bond through shared language and culture.
2) Teachers read bilingual books in the school language and show the words written in
the other language. Teachers can use bilingual books not only to introduce students to
languages that use the Roman alphabet, but also to those languages such as Arabic
and Chinese that use different symbols and characters. Seeing that languages can be
written using a variety of letters and scripts helps children understand that sounds and
words can be represented in diverse ways. As the teacher reads the bilingual book
aloud, she can point out the different words or symbols in the second language.
3) Read bilingual books that highlight different cultures. When teachers select bilingual
books that focus on different cultures, traditions and customs, they are helping children
feel comfortable with cultural diversity. It is a gentle way for teachers to cultivate
multicultural awareness and appreciation in their students.
4) While reading the story in the school language, pick out a few key words in the other
language. The idea here is to stimulate curiosity and interest in language, not to confuse
the students, so keep it to a minimum. By periodically using words from other languages,
the teacher shows the students that an effort is being made to understand their
languages. When we make this kind of effort, it indicates that our students' languages
are of value and worth learning.
5) Parents or volunteers read a bilingual book to the class in one language. Have
parents of the students volunteer to read bilingual books in their languages out loud to
the class. Afterward, the teacher can read the same book out loud in the school
language. This strengthens an appreciation of family and community in the classroom,

and provides parents the opportunity to offer something in which they are experts: their
language. If parents are unwilling or cannot volunteer, find other teachers who know the
language and can read the book out loud.
6) Encourage students to write their own bilingual books. After reading a number of
bilingual books out loud, work with students to help them create their own bilingual
books. They will feel empowered by the fact that they can speak more than one
language. Even if they can't read or write yet, teachers and parents can work together
with the students to write down the words in each language while the child provides the
pictures for each page.
7) Allow children to pick out bilingual books from the school or public library. Having the
option to choose our own books is very empowering. Teachers and parents should
contact their school and local libraries to find out if they have bilingual books available to
borrow. Teachers can also develop classroom "lending libraries" with bilingual books.
The benefit of having children pick out bilingual books is that both family members and
teachers can engage with children using the same books.
8) Ask questions and encourage discussion in both languages. Bilingual books provide
the opportunity for discussion on the same topic in more than one language. Teachers
can promote discussion in the school language while parents can encourage it in their
language. Teachers can send home a list of discussion topics for parents to utilize at
home if they wish. Meanwhile, parents should feel encouraged to share conversations
from home about the target bilingual books with their child’s teacher.
9) Encourage children to read bilingual books in both languages. If children can read in
both languages, then they should be encouraged to do so, even if one language is
stronger than the other. In fact, understanding the story in the stronger language can
promote comprehension in the weaker language. Teachers and parents can help this
language transfer by encouraging students to read the stories out loud to them as much
as possible in each language.
10) Bilingual books provide an opportunity to have fun with language. Having fun with
our languages is the most important part of language learning and utilization. Bilingual
books provide a springboard for this on many different levels. Discussing the various
topics, the words, the different written scripts, and the funny letters in a language's
alphabet are just a few ways teachers can make languages fun and exciting for their
students. Parents can help their children learn about the school language by asking
questions about words, pronunciation and more in the bilingual books that their children
bring home. In our effort to reach language mastery, we often forget that enjoyment is
the most important ingredient for language success.
These are just a few ideas on how to use bilingual books with children in the classroom
and at home. The goal is to help our children embrace all of their languages so that as
they grow they will be able to use these languages with confidence and pleasure in the
many multilingual and multicultural situations in which they may find themselves.
Reading and enjoying bilingual books is one great way to help our children achieve this
goal.
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