
Raising Bilingual Kids 

 One of the greatest gifts you can 
give your child is the gift of two (or 
more!) languages. Being bilingual 
is good for your child's brain, 
makes communication with 
grandparents and relatives easier, 
and is an advantage for finding 
jobs in the future.  

Cognates 

Cognates are words in two lan-
guages that share a similar mean-
ing, spelling, and pronunciation. 
While English may share very few 
cognates with a language like Chi-
nese, 30-40% of all words in Eng-
lish have a related word in Span-
ish. For Spanish-speaking ELLs, 
cognates are an obvious bridge to 
the English language.  Researchers 
who study first and second lan-
guage acquisition have found that 
students benefit from cognate 
awareness. Cognate awareness is 
the ability to use cognates in a pri-
mary language as a tool for under-
standing a second language.  

 

 

 

Building Vocabulary 
Early readers use knowledge about words to help make sense of  what they read. The 
more words a reader knows enhances their comprehension.  When you talk and read to 
your child, you expose them to new vocabulary in a non-threating way.  Below are a 
few helpful hints to introduce new words to your child: 

 First, provide a simple, kid-friendly definition for the new word: Enormous means that 
something is really, really big. 

 Second, provide a simple, kid-friendly example that makes sense within their daily life: Re-
member that really big watermelon we got at the grocery store? That was an enormous 
watermelon! 

 Third, encourage your child to develop their own example: What enormous thing can you 
think of? Can you think of something really big that you saw today? That's right! The bull-
dozer near the park was enormous! Those tires were huge. 

 Lastly, keep your new words active within your house. Over the next few days and weeks, 
take advantage of opportunities to use each new vocabulary word in conversation. 

Research Findings 
A number of studies have been conducted about the ways in which children learn to read in a 
second language most effectively. Some of the results of those studies include the following find-
ings:  
 

 Young children who were exposed to age-appropriate books and literature in their native 

language developed stronger pre-literacy skills than children who were only exposed to 
books in their second language (Association for Childhood Education International, 2003). 

 

 Children who learn to read in their native language first will have an easier time learning to 

read in their second language than children who never learned how to read in their first lan-
guage (Anstrom, 1999). Children who can read in their native language understand the pro-
cess of reading, even if they need to learn new letters, sounds, and words to attain reading 
proficiency in a second language. Children who are learning to read for the first time in their 
second language have twice as much work to do because they are learning the process of 
reading from the beginning at the same time that they are learning a new language (Short & 
Fitzsimmons, 2007). 

 

 Although children seem to learn new languages very quickly, without a strong cognitive 

foundation in their first language, children learning a second language "will tend to take 
much longer to acquire cognitive academic language skills in the second language" (Ramirez 
et.al, 1991). 
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