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This article attempts to dispel the myths surrounding the raising of bilingual 
children that been prevalent in many contexts throughout Japan. I first discuss 
the typical patterns of bilingual family interaction and the effects these have on 
children’s language development. I then examine the extensive research on 
bilingualism from infancy and the need for parents to familiarize themselves with 
this literature to ensure the success of their child’s bilingual development. Next, I 
discuss the role of parents’ discourse strategies, and explain some of the perceived 
issues in bilingual development, including language delay, language mixing, and 
language loss. Finally, I examine the Japanese education system and the stigma 
and issues that children developing their bilingualism often face within this 
environment. It is hoped that the points raised in this article will allow parents of 
bilingual children in Japan to understand the reality of dual language development 
so that they can dismiss the uninformed, erroneous opinions of those in 
professional positions that might otherwise damage their child’s chance of 
developing successful bilingualism. 

 
本論文は、日本中に広がっている、バイリンガルの子供に関する俗説

を払拭するものである。まず、バイリンガル家庭の典型的なパターン

と、それが子どもの言語発達に与える影響について説明する。次に、

乳幼児期からのバイリンガリズムに関する広範な研究と、子どものバ

イリンガルの発達を成功させるために親がこの研究に精通する必要性

について検討する。続いて、親の談話方略の役割について述べ、言葉

の遅れ・混合・消失など、バイリンガル発達の問題点として認識され

ている事柄ついて説明する。最後に、日本の教育制度と、その中でバ

イリンガルとして育てられる子どもたちがよく直面するスティグマと

問題について考察する。この論文で指摘することが、日本でバイリン

ガルの子供を育てる親に二言語発達の現実を理解させ、子供がバイリ

ンガルになる可能性を損なうような専門職の無教養で誤った意見を退

けることができるようになればと願っている。 
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The development of bilingualism in children is often shrouded with myths and 
misunderstanding: “Learning two languages will confuse the child”; “Bilingualism results 
in language delays”; “Children will develop only partial competence in their languages”; 
“Dual language acquisition will affect children’s national identity.” Rumors such as these 
are abundant, but few are actually grounded in research or empirical evidence. Like many 
countries, Japan suffers from an over-reliance on these erroneous beliefs and on outdated 
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research when it comes to approaching children with more than one language. This fact is 
supported by a long-held belief that Japan is a homogenous and therefore monolingual and 
monocultural society (see Turnbull, 2020).  

In a critical review of (so-called) self-help bilingual parenting books in Japan, 
Nakamura (2021) shows that many of the books written in Japanese perpetuate untrue 
ideologies about bilingualism that might plague the successful development of bilingual 
children. It is exactly this kind of continued reliance on (1) unproven rumors and (2) out-
of-date research by both uninformed parents and under-informed professionals that adds 
unnecessary barriers to the raising of bilingual children in Japan. But changing linguistic 
landscapes in Japan and a greater depth of research on matters of bilingual development 
are proving the notion of Japanese homogeneity to be untrue. The need is now greater 
than ever for the common mindset in Japan regarding bilingualism to be replaced with 
research-based truth. 

Bilingualism is inherently ambiguous, difficult to define, and even more difficult to 
measure. Despite extensive attempts at defining the concept (for in-depth analyses, see, for 
example, Baetens Beardsmore, 1982; Skutnabb-Kangas, 1981), it remains difficult to pin 
down. I will follow Carder’s (2007) definition throughout this paper: Carder defines 
bilingualism as “the ability to understand and use two (or more) languages, in certain 
contexts, and for certain purposes” (p. 125). I have chosen this definition due to its focus 
on context, which is crucial to understanding the reality of bilingualism, especially in the 
development of bilingualism in children. I use the term “bilingual child” to refer to any 
child who has heard and learnt two languages from birth (also known as Bilingual First 
Language Acquisition—see Meisel, 1989); although I acknowledge that many of the points 
raised throughout this article may also apply to those children developing their bilingualism 
as a form of early second language acquisition in early childhood (2 to 6 years old) (see De 
Houwer, 1990). When discussing bilingual child rearing in Japan, my use of the term societal 
language will refer to Japanese, and non-societal language to any language other than Japanese, 
although my examples will pertain to English.  

It is not the case that all children raised bilingually will be successful in their dual 
language acquisition. Research by De Houwer (2020a) suggests that one in four children 
who are raised bilingually do not learn to speak both (or all) of the languages heard in their 
home. Case studies in Japan have shown similar findings, in which not all children who are 
raised with one native English-speaking parent learnt to actively speak English (see for 
example Noguchi, 2001, and Yamamoto, 2001, in which around 30% of the children 
surveyed were found not to actively use English at home). However, research has shown 
that the way parents interact with their children, and react when their children use one 
language over the other, can have significant effects on their children’s bilingual 
development (De Houwer & Nakamura, 2022). 

To help parents increase their children’s exposure to and sense of need for the non-
societal language, this paper focuses on the role of monolingual discourse strategies in the 
raising of English-Japanese speaking bilingual children in Japan (although the research 
discussed here can apply to bilingual children learning any languages). Throughout the 
paper I will examine the current research on raising bilingual children in various parts of 
the world and apply the main findings to a specifically Japanese context. The main goal of 
the paper is to dispel some of the most commonly-held myths surrounding bilingualism 
and to provide research-driven advice for parents looking to raise their children to become 
bilingual in a specifically Japanese context.  
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Patterns of Bilingual Interaction 
There are two approaches parents might take towards their children’s bilingualism: 

a mixed-languages approach, or a monolingual approach. Researchers promoting parent 
discourse strategies that fall within a mixed-languages approach (see for example Noguchi, 
1996; Ruiz Martín, 2017) advocate for parents code-switching between languages either 
arbitrarily, or for specific events (such as reading books) or locations (such as going back 
to a parent’s home country). There are, however, studies that have also shown how 
excessive language mixing by parents may hinder children’s vocabulary development in 
both languages (Byers-Heinlein, 2013). This is likely due to the fact that early speech 
perception lays a foundation for vocabulary acquisition (Werker & Yeung, 2005), and thus 
any difficulties children experience with language separation might result in similar 
difficulties in bilingual vocabulary development.  

Of course, that is certainly not to say that mixed-language approaches play no role 
in raising bilingual children. There is undoubtedly a place for parents to act as models of 
bilingualism and biculturalism for their children (see Noguchi, 1996); but this is likely to be 
more effective after children have developed solid foundations in both languages first. As 
we will examine throughout this paper, consistent language strategies that allow for 
children to become exposed to and use their minority, non-societal language (in addition 
to the majority language) during the early stages of language development are important. 
Especially in a country such as Japan, where Japanese is so prominent in society as the 
majority language, research has shown that the linguistic pattern of the home should 
emphasise the minority language as much as possible (see Yamamoto, 2001).  

Two important factors for children to become bilingual are exposure and need. 
Children not only require ample exposure of direct quality input to both languages (Pearson 
et al., 1997), but they must also come to realise that they need to use both languages in 
their everyday lives (Grosjean, 2010). Parents raising their children to be bilingual are able 
to influence both of these factors through their own language practices. 

De Houwer (2021) identified four different patterns in which potentially-bilingual 
children may receive dual language input from their parents: (1) both parents speak the 
non-societal language to their children at home; (2) both parents speak to their children in 
both languages; (3) one parents speaks both languages to their children, and one parent 
speaks a single language; or (4) each parent speaks to their children in just a single language 
(the well-known “one parent, one language” system). 

These input patterns are also complemented by other people, both inside (e.g., 
siblings) and outside (e.g., grandparents, extended family, friends) the home, and by the 
amount children are exposed to these sources of language input. Because bilingual children 
are receiving input in two languages, the argument is often made that they are thus receiving 
less input in each than a monolingually-raised child would. This assumption, however, has 
been shown to be doubtful, given the wide range of variability in parents’ interaction 
patterns (De Houwer, 2018). For example, a chatty bilingual mother will provide more 
language input than a quiet monolingual mother. 

De Houwer (2007) investigated bilingual families with at least one 6- to 9-year-old 
and at least one parent who spoke to them in the non-societal language at home. She found 
distinct patterns of language use at home that corresponded to different rates of successful 
bilingual development in the children. The most commonly found pattern was when both 
parents spoke to their children in the non-societal language as well as the societal language, 
in which case 79% of the children learnt to speak the non-societal language also. The 
second most common pattern was families in which both parents spoke to their children 
in the societal language and one parent also spoke the non-societal language, which had 
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the lowest chance (36%) of the children learning to speak the non-societal language. Next 
were families in which both parents spoke to their children in the non-societal language 
and one parent also spoke the societal language, which has the highest chance of children 
learning to speak the non-societal language (93%). The least frequent family type was the 
so-called “one parent, one language” families, where one parent spoke to their child in the 
societal language and the other parent spoke the non-societal language, in which case 74% 
of the children learnt the non-societal language. 

 De Houwer’s (2007) findings as applied to an example of a bilingual child in Japan 
are displayed in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 
Success Rate of a Bilingual Child Raised in Japan Learning to Speak English, 
Extrapolated from De Houwer (2007) 

 Parent A  

(Japanese, English) 

Parent A  

(English) 

Parent A  

(Japanese) 

Parent B 

(Japanese, English) 
79% 93% 36% 

Parent B 

(Japanese) 
36% 74% 

 

 
Let’s now contextualise the above findings for a bilingual child acquiring English 

and Japanese in Japan. Assuming the child is attending an ordinary Japanese public school 
(i.e., receiving large amounts of the societal language outside of the home), those children 
whose parents both speak to them in English at home are 93% likely to successfully acquire 
English in addition to Japanese. However, those with only one parent speaking English are 
between 36% to 74% likely to achieve the same level of bilingualism, depending on whether 
that parent also uses Japanese and to what extent (similar data can be found in Yamamoto, 
2001, within a specifically-Japanese context).  

De Houwer (2009, 2018) notes that children’s language use and proficiency can 
fluctuate considerably in response to changes in the amount of input they receive in each 
language. This might include times when they visit a parent’s home country where the 
minority languages is spoken widely, develop friendships with children who speak the 
minority lanuague, or attend Saturday school in the minority language. However, given the 
relatively low potential for bilingual development in some of the cases presented in Table 
1, it is more important now than ever that people in Japan, both parents and educators, 
become clear on the truth regarding bilingualism in children. 
 
Research on Bilingual Development 

Throughout the past two and a half decades, research on bilingual development in 
children has grown exponentially (Bayram et al., 2018). Despite what is often thought, no 
difference has been found in the language development process between bilingual and 
monolingual children. Bilingual children hit the same linguistic milestones as monolingual 
children at around the same time. The overall timing of first word comprehension is no 
different (Clark, 1993), nor is there any difference in the number of words they learn to 
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understand (Carbajal & Peperkamp, 2020). Both bilingual children and monolingual 
children understand more words than they initially say, begin to produce their first words 
and word combinations around the same time, and both follow the same patterns for initial 
word production (e.g., deleting or substituting sounds, repeating syllables, shortening 
words, etc.) (De Houwer, 2021). There is also a great deal of variation in the speed at which 
both bilingual children and monolingual children learn to say new words (see Cote & 
Bornstein, 2014; Vihman, 2016) that is simply a matter of individual differences. 

Bilingual children tend to follow similar development patterns as they acquire both 
languages. For example, when they eventually begin babbling, bilingual infants tend to use 
different prosodic (stress and intonation) patterns depending on which language they are 
interacting in (Andruski et al., 2014; Sundara et al., 2020). In other words, bilingual infants 
often replicate the sound patterns of their two languages even during the babbling stage of 
language development. Although not all bilingual children will start saying words in both 
languages at the beginning (De Houwer et al., 2014; Legacy et al., 2018), most will start 
producing words in both languages by the age of 1.5 years (De Houwer, 2009), but the 
number of words produced in each language may differ (De Houwer & Bornstein, 2016). 
However, there is wide variation in bilingual children in terms of when they start to 
combine words, just as there is in monolingual children (De Houwer, 2009; Vihman, 2016), 
although this usually occurs in the second half of the child’s second year. Bilingual children 
may combine words from one language (unilingual utterance), or combine words from 
different languages (mixed utterance) (see below for more on language mixing). Important 
to remember, however, is that their use of two-word combinations does not necessarily 
appear in both languages at the same time (Lindquist & Gram Garmann, 2021).  
 
Parents’ Discourse Strategies  

Bilingual children are sensitive to their parents’ discourse strategies by age two (De 
Houwer & Nakamura, 2022). This means, children are aware of, and respond to, the 
language choices parents make in the household. For parents looking to prioritise their 
child’s development as a relatively balanced bilingual, it is vital that they are conscious of 
the way they interact with their child to help socialize them into using one language instead 
of the other to develop the non-societal language, which is often the weaker of a child’s 
two languages. 

In order to encourage a child to speak the non-societal language, parents can use 
what are known as monolingual discourse strategies. These are techniques that involve using 
only the non-societal language, even when the child uses the societal language. Monolingual 
discourse strategies for a bilingual child in Japan involve the parent(s) speaking only 
English, even when the child speaks to them in Japanese. For example: 

 Asking for confirmation (“Did you mean X?”) 
 Asking the child to repeat (“What did you say?”) 
 Feigning misunderstanding (“I don’t understand. What do you mean?”) 
 Simply repeat what the child said back in English (see De Houwer, 2021). 

It is important to note here that monolingual strategies are not necessarily the same as the 
one-parent-one-language system, nor must it be the one parent whose native language is 
the non-societal language who uses these techniques.  

On the other hand, bilingual discourse strategies allow the conversation to take place in 
both languages. Examples include when a child speaks in Japanese and the parent simply 
replies in English without alluding to the child’s choice of language, or when the parent 
simply switches to the language chosen by the child (see De Houwer, 2021; Lanza, 1992). 
While these strategies may help to ensure the conversation between parent and child 
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continues smoothly (which some parents may prioritise over their child’s dual language 
development), they do not work to encourage the development of the child’s productive 
bilingualism.  

Parents’ discourse strategies are important as they signal to children what kind of 
language is and is not accepted. For example, if a child responds to their parent’s use of 
English with a Japanese utterance, and the parent simply continues without correcting 
them (a bilingual discourse strategy), it signals to the child that code-mixing is acceptable 
and provides little motivation for the child to develop their competence in English (also 
see Nakamura, 2018, for an example based in Japan). However, if the parent responds with 
a monolingual discourse strategy, they work to discourage the child's code-mixing and 
refocus their attention on using English (De Houwer, 2021; Lanza, 1992). 

This kind of strategy also works to develop the need factor in bilingual children. This 
concept refers to the necessity or motivation for a child to use both languages in their daily 
life. When children perceive a genuine need to communicate in multiple languages, they 
are more likely to actively engage in language use and develop proficiency in both languages 
(Grosjean, 2010); however, if children cannot understand why they need to speak one of 
their languages, there is a very real chance they will simply not use it and thus never develop 
the ability to speak it (see Baker, 2011; Paradis et al., 2011). In order to avoid this, parents 
can to select strategies that will provide their children with ample input and chances for 
exposure to the non-societal language. 
 

Addressing the Issues that Are Often Misunderstood 
Language Delay 

To put it simply, early bilingualism does not cause language delay in children (Paradis 
et al., 2011). Despite the widely-held misconception, there is no evidence in any credible 
research that bilingual children suffer any kind of language delay or are in any way slower 
in their language development than monolingual children (De Houwer, 2021). If a bilingual 
child does suffer a language delay, it is not a result of their bilingualism. Studies have found 
that bilingual children with a specific language impairment (SLI) exhibit similar patterns of 
impairment to monolingual children with SLI, suggesting that language impairment is 
unrelated of the number of languages a child speaks (see Oller et al., 2007; Paradis et al., 
2011). 

Bilingual children will begin to speak in at least one of their languages around the 
same time as monolingual children, but their two languages may not always emerge at the 
same time. This can lead some parents or caregivers to think their child is suffering a 
language delay as a direct result of their bilingualism. But it is extremely common for 
bilingual children to experience lagging in one language over the other. These lags often 
result from of a lack of exposure to that language, not from any internal impairment caused 
by their dual language acquisition, and can thus fluctuate with time and life circumstances 
(De Houwer & Bornstein, 2016). 

Another common reason for the misconception about language delays in bilingual 
children comes from an unjust comparison of their vocabulary knowledge with that of 
monolingual children. There are two ways in which to compare the vocabulary sizes of 
bilingual and monolingual children. The first is a comparison of the total number of words 
a child can produce. For bilingual children, this covers both of their languages. Most 
research suggests bilingual children have a much greater vocabulary than their monolingual 
peers when comparing in this way (see De Houwer et al., 2014; Legacy et al., 2018; 
Marchman et al., 2010). This is often attributed to bilingual children’s knowledge of 
cognates (i.e., words that sound the same and mean the same thing in each language, such 
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as glass and グラス); and translation equivalents (i.e., words in each language that differ in 
form but mean more or less the same thing, such as tea and お茶). 

The second way to compare vocabulary sizes is to use only a single language for 
bilingual children and compare it to the vocabulary of a child who is monolingual in that 
language. In this case, research has found a much larger variation in results, with some 
studies (e.g., De Houwer et al., 2014; Legacy et al., 2018) suggesting no difference, and 
others (e.g., Cote & Bornstein, 2014; Hoff et al., 2012; Marchman et al., 2010) finding a 
greater lexicon in monolingual children over their bilingual peers. However, these 
differences can be attributed to the high variability amongst bilingual children in the 
number of words they produce in each language and when they begin to produce them 
(see De Houwer, 2021). This may also be a result of the Complementarity Principle, which 
suggests that bilinguals use their languages in different contexts, for different purposes, 
and with different people (see Grosjean, 2010). In other words, bilingual children may only 
use one language in a specific context, or with a limited number of people, which could 
limit their exposure to that language in comparison to their other one, thus resulting in a 
comparatively slower development. 

Unfortunately, language development for a bilingual child is often measured solely 
in terms of their performance in the society language, and in comparison to monolingual 
children (De Houwer, 2021; García, 2009). When tested in only one of their languages 
(especially if it is the weaker one), bilingual children tend to score lower than their 
monolingual peers (Thordardottir et al., 2006). This is not surprising, as these bilingual 
children are only preforming with half the knowledge they have. If a monolingual child 
knows 100 words in Japanese, and a bilingual child knows 50 words in English and 50 
words in Japanese, both children know the same number of words. There is no language 
delay. However, when tested in only Japanese, the bilingual child appears to be suffering a 
delay in their language development because they are only being viewed through a lens that 
comprises half of what they know. 

If a bilingual child performs worse than their monolingual counterpart in a 
monolingual test, blame is often attributed to their acquisition of two languages. However, 
research has shown for a long time now that bilingualism is not the same as double 
monolingualism (Grosjean, 1989). The bilingual mind does not function in the same way 
as one with only one language, and it is therefore unfair and, quite frankly, unfeasible, to 
compare the two in terms of performance. Bilingual children are better tested using their 
complete knowledge of both (or all) their languages; but, of course, this is a difficult 
concept. Especially in Japan, public schools rarely have the funds or human resources 
required to test bilingual children fairly in both languages. As a result, bilingualism in 
Japanese schools is often overlooked, pushed aside, or actively discouraged (see section 
below). It is important to remember that, even if they are compared to monolingual 
children and appear to know fewer words in the language they are tested in, bilingual 
children will eventually catch up and surpass monolingual children in terms of the overall 
number of words they know. Parents should trust in their child, stick to the discourse 
strategy they have decided on, and give them time to develop competence in both 
languages naturally. 
 
Mixing Languages 

Early studies on bilingual children’s language mixing postulated that they do this 
because they are either confused or linguistically incompetent (Yow et al., 2018). This idea 
comes from the notion that the vocabulary and grammar sets of bilingual children’s 
languages first exist as a single system that gradually develops into two separate systems 
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later. Mixing languages was thus seen as evidence of the pre-separation stage and of 
children’s inability to differentiate the two linguistic systems (e.g., Köppe & Meisel, 1995; 
Redlinger & Park, 1980). However, we know now that bilingual children actually approach 
their languages as two distinct sets from the very beginning of their language development 
(De Houwer, 2005; Genesee, 1989). The mixing of these languages, then, is not a sign of 
confusion or cognitive deficiency; rather, most commonly, mixing languages is due to 
children simply not knowing a translation equivalent, or to the type of language input they 
receive, including parental speech acts (Nicoladis & Genesee, 1997).  

In contrast to long-held perceptions, the perfect bilingual does not exist (Dewaele 
et al., 2003). In almost all cases of bilingualism in adults, one language takes dominance 
over the other on at least some occasions or for some instances of language use (Baker, 
2011). Bilingual children are no different. Mixing languages is a common practice amongst 
bilingual children and adults alike that can occur for a number of reasons. For example, 
when speaking in the weaker of their two languages, bilingual children may encounter a 
lack of translation equivalents and switch to their dominant language to make up for 
unknown vocabulary (Cantone, 2007), grammar (Bernardini & Schlyter, 2004) or 
pragmatics (Vihman, 1985) necessary to communicate. This is a perfectly normal act that 
will disappear as the child’s knowledge of the weaker language (usually the non-societal 
language) develops.  

Research has shown that, from the age of 1.5 years onwards, bilingual children are 
able to choose word combinations in the language that matches that of their interlocutor 
for both familiar (Köppe, 1996) and unfamiliar (Genesee et al., 1996) speakers. This is 
known as the Convergent Choice Principle (see De Houwer, 2019). However, there are bilingual 
children who do not do this (De Houwer, 2021), and some bilingual children will use both 
languages to a person they know understands them, even if that person only addresses 
them in one primary language (Tare & Gelman, 2010). Bilingual children’s mixing of their 
languages is often a point of worry for parents, who might fall into the fallacy that their 
child is confused. But code-mixing is a perfectly natural and normal part of bilingual 
development in children (Pearson, 2008). Children’s mixing will ultimately become less 
frequent as their vocabulary knowledge of the weaker language grows with time because 
they will no longer need to borrow from the stronger language when speaking in the weaker 
(Bosma & Blom, 2019; Genesee, 1989). 
 
Language Loss 

The loss of a non-societal language (English, in the case of bilingual children growing 
up in Japan) is not uncommon. Especially common is for a child to suddenly stop using 
the non-societal language around the age four or five when they become more conscious 
of their own language proficiency (De Houwer, 2017). Another general trend sees parents 
start to use less of the non-societal language at home as children approach the age of five 
(Lauro et al. 2020), often as a result of the child using more of the societal language from 
school.  

The interaction between parent and child, and parents’ use of monolingual discourse 
strategies to encourage the child’s production of the non-societal language, can thus be 
important in creating a need for children to use the non-societal language. Juan-Garau & 
Pérez-Vidal (2001) have shown that, even if a child completely stops using one language, 
they can begin again in response to the conversational efforts of their parents. A 
longitudinal study by Park et al. (2012) of parent–child interaction in bilingual families in 
the USA found that six-year-old children whose parents used monolingual discourse 
strategies and spoke the non-societal language at home were still highly proficient in that 
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language at age seven and a half. In contrast, those children whose parents used bilingual 
discourse strategies and allowed the use of the societal language at home had very low 
proficiency in the non-societal language at the same age, or had lost the ability to speak it 
altogether.  

Furthermore, the number of non-societal language speakers around a bilingual child 
has been shown to be important. Gollan et al. (2015) have shown that the greater number 
of people who speak the non-societal language with a child, the better speaker of the 
language the child becomes between the ages of six and 10. Stubborn use of monolingual 
discourse strategies (i.e., when the parents strictly stick to the non-societal language even 
when the child speaks to them in the societal language) is the key to socializing children 
into speaking their weaker language at home.  
 
The Japanese Education System: One Way Fits All? 

When children start attending school, there will be an incredible burst in their 
development of the societal language. This results from an expanded domain of use, 
including with peers and teachers, and from the fact that it is generally the first language in 
which children begin to develop literacy skills (Grosjean, 2010). In an environment where 
only the societal language is spoken, children quickly learn this language is held in much 
higher regard than their non-societal “other” language. This, coupled with the heavy 
exposure children receive to the societal language at school, often leads to negative 
opinions towards the non-societal language, which contributes to many children no longer 
wanting to speak it, even at home. 

Research has also shown that certain positive attitudes towards the societal language 
may foster negative attitudes in children towards their non-societal language (De Houwer, 
2020b). Such negative attitudes may be shaped by teachers’ stance towards the language 
not used at school. For example, teachers may ignore the children’s non-societal language, 
or explicitly suppress it altogether (Pulinx et al., 2017). Cases have been documented in 
which children interiorise the monolingual, societal language-only ideology upheld by their 
teachers and move to speak only the language used in school (e.g., Karrebaek, 2013). 
Bilingual children may also stop using the non-societal language in the school environment 
to avoid presenting themselves as speakers of the other language, and to match the 
language used by their peers to avoid standing out (Grosjean, 2021). 

Many parents of bilingual children in Japan will have experienced their child’s 
teacher insisting on a Japanese-only policy at home so as not to “confuse the child” or 
interfere with their learning to speak Japanese. Unfortunately, due to the level of trust 
placed in teachers, and parents’ own lack of knowledge on the matter, many parents will 
take this advice on board and inadvertently suppress their child’s chance at becoming 
bilingual (Lee et al., 2015). However, in reality, this kind of advice is simply the biased and 
ill-informed opinion of a teacher with no experience or knowledge of how to deal with a 
developing bilingual child (perhaps due to the relative lack of such children in Japan).  

But it is not only teachers who may lack the necessary understanding of bilingual 
development. Research has shown that few professional speech therapists actually receive 
the necessary training to understand the learning needs of, and accurately access, bilingual 
children, which can lead to misdiagnosis of language impairments (see Bedore & Peña, 
2008). Although it is possible the extent of this issue is heightened in Japan, where there 
are relatively fewer bilingually raised children in comparison to their monolingual 
counterparts, it must be acknowledged that nothing in the research suggests it is necessary 
to select only one language for the child to use. In fact, there is actually evidence to suggest 
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that children’s well-developed competence in the non-societal language actually supports 
their learning of the societal language (e.g., Tsai et al., 2012; Winsler et al., 2014). 
 

Conclusion 
Parents raising their children to be bilingual need not only an understanding of the 

practical aspects, but also of the theoretical foundation underlying bilingual acquisition for 
children. There are two main reasons for this. The first is so that parents are fundamentally 
aware of what their child is going through as they develop. Things are not always going to 
go according to plan, but dominance in one language, apparent delays in another, 
regression in one language, and code-mixing in both, are not signs of a child’s failure. 
Understanding the research behind this will help parents become mindful of which factors 
require special attention for their particular circumstances so they may continue to support 
their child’s bilingualism throughout their development.  

The second reason for parents to understand the theoretical foundations of 
bilingualism is for when ill-informed doubters confront them and question their child’s 
developing dual languages. Regrettably, many people in positions of power or knowledge, 
including teachers, caregivers, and even doctors (Byers-Heinlein & Lew-Williams, 2013), 
are entirely unaware of what the research actually says on matters of developing 
bilingualism. Instead, some of these people perpetuate simply untrue misconceptions of 
“one language to avoid confusion” that can have seriously detrimental effects on a child’s 
bilingual development. This is especially the case in Japan, where relatively few children are 
raised bilingually and thus research-based understanding on the matter is lacking. 

This paper has introduced research related to monolingual discourse strategies at 
home as a strong way to establish bilingualism in children. These monolingual strategies 
allow parents to provide their children not only with added exposure to the non-societal 
language, but also a need to use the language by signaling to the child that their use of the 
societal language in the home situation is not acceptable, encouraging them instead to speak 
the non-societal language. In Japan, where children are widely exposed to Japanese outside 
of the home (e.g., at school, with friends, with Japanese family, in the community, etc.), it 
is important that they also be given opportunities and reasons to use English (or any other 
minority language) at home whenever possible. Monolingual discourse strategies are one 
useful tool in parents’ inventory to achieve this. 

Developing bilingualism and biculturalism is a personal, family matter. Every case is 
different and factors such as the child's individual needs, the family's language goals, and 
the linguistic environment must constantly be taken into account. However, the theoretical 
foundations will generally remain the same. There are a lot of negative prejudice 
surrounding bilingualism in child development, but there is also a lot of positive research 
to dispel these. It is hoped that the ideas and research findings presented in this paper 
might help to dismiss some of the un-supported rumours that cloud the notion of bilingual 
development in children, particularly in a Japanese context. Only by arming themselves 
with knowledge based on actual research will parents be in a position to effectively support 
their child’s language development, regardless of the myths that others may try to press 
upon them.  
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