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Todays presentation 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Young children as linguistic geniuses  
 

 
What do babies bring with them at birth?  
 

So what does this mean for biliteracy learning? 



Young children as linguistic geniuses  
(Korney Chukovsky) 

 
From generic sounds and babble - to speech, often in more than one 
language.   
 
Informal teaching settings of home and community 
 
 



With formal learning in school 

many bright young children struggle to learn what’s expected of them:  
learning new languages and learning to read and write.   
 
Language policies, views about learning, teaching methods… 
  
 
 

? 
 



   Systemic failure  

 
• South Africa last out of 50 countries in the Progress in International 

Reading Literacy Study 2016 (PIRLS) which included nearly 320‚000 
children globally.  
 

• No improvement since 2011 – despite many initiatives  
 

 
 



Language policy in practice 

• All gaze up at English from the 
start 

• Indigenous languages used (at 
best) until Grade 3.  

• Grade 4 - English 
Low or no understanding between 
all 
Rote learning 

Resources inadequate  in 
Indigenous Languages, especially 
books 



 
 
 
 
Many children are let down by harsh educational 
opportunities… 
 
 
        ? 

 
• Decode rather than read  
• Copy rather than compose 

 
• Restrict thinking to answering low 

level questions 
 

• Striving to give their adults what 
they want… 

 
 

 





Children in multilingual environments 

“develop complex language repertoires – although often not exactly 
the ones that are expected by the respective education systems”.  
Often “ monolingual language development is considered as the 
‘normal’ prerequisite for learning”…  teaching based on this.  
 
Research shows how multilingualism influences language acquisition, 
development, and learning in general… so it’s central to educational 
organizing , resourcing and teaching methods.  
(Ingrid Gogolin 2018).  

 



What does the research say? 

If babies have been exposed to two language in the womb, they 
begin to discriminate between these two languages from birth.  
(Byers-Heinlein, Burns & Werker, 2010)  
 
Babies use the same learning mechanisms whether they learn one or 
more languages, without becoming confused.  
(Werker, Byers-Heinlein & Fennell 2009)  
 
Monolingual and bilingual babies use auditory and visual cues to 
discriminate between their languages.  
(Weikum, Vouloumanos, Navarra, Soto-Faraco, Sebastian-Galles et al 2007)  
 
 

 



By the time they are a year old, babies are well into a 
process of being increasingly sensitive to their native 
speech sounds and less and less sensitive to the sounds 
of a foreign language.  
(Kuhl, Stevens, Hayashi, Deguchi, Kiritani et al 2006)  
 

 



“…fluent bilinguals show some measure of activation of 
both languages and some interaction between them at 
all times, even in contexts that are entirely driven by 
only one of the languages.”  
(Bialistok et al. 2012: 241)  

 



 
 
 
Children “…are simultaneously developing oral and 
reading proficiency in both their languages”  
(Reyes 2012:312)  
…and transfer concepts they know about print between 
languages.  
(Saiegh-Haddad, E. & Geva, E 2010)   
 
 



Languaging 

…a fluid process of use (García 2009): children 
translanguage “to strengthen their multilingual 
identities through flexible pedagogical practices that 
champion the use of multiple languages to make sense 
of their experiences.”  
(Creese & Blackledge, 2010)  

 





Babies learn to listen- speak 
 
• Hear, see people listening and speaking (role models)  
• express, communicate as they learn 
• learn why  they should listen and talk as they learns how 
• have shared interaction with joint attention 
• are included, heard, encouraged, praised 
• make mistakes 
• speak immaturely(babble) 
 








Babies learn to read 
 
• Hear, see people read (role models) 
• express,  communicate as they learn 
• learns why they should read and writes as they learn how  
• have shared interactions with joint attention 
• are  included, heard, encouraged, praised 
• make mistakes 
• Read immaturely (pretend reading). 

 



 
 
Oral language learning is the appropriate model for 
learning to read and write for ALL children – in any 
language or combination of languages  
  
 
The same dynamics promote oral and written language learning as 

these are the dynamics that bring about all learning.  
 (Kreeft Peyton & Staton 1993). 
 

 



Listen, speak, read, write… 

• Hear, see people listening and 
speaking (role models)  

• express, communicate as they learn 
• learn why  they should listen and talk 

as they learns how 
• have shared interaction with joint 

attention 
• are included, heard, encouraged, 

praised 
• make mistakes 
• speak immaturely(babble) 

• Hear, see people read – write (role 
models) 

• express,  communicate as they learn 
• learns why they should read and 

writes as they learn how  
• have shared interactions with joint 

attention 
• are  included, heard, encouraged, 

praised 
• make mistakes 
• Read - write  immaturely (pretend 

reading, emergent writing). 
 

 



Babies and young children are negotiating  

great complexity 
 
    ?  



 
 
 
listening  
speaking  
reading  
writing  
signing  
braille 
translating  
interpreting 

(Jim Cummins) 



 
What do babies bring with them at birth?  
 
Understand and act on the 
implications of brain research for 
education… 

 
 
 

 Biology underlies human 
behaviour  (including culture)  

 
 



 
 
All human brains share some evolutionary 
endowed functions 
 
  These operate at great speed without our conscious awareness.  

 

 
?  
 
(For details, see Ellis & Solms 2018, Demasio 2006, Hawkins & Blakeslee 2007,  
Panksepp 1998)   

 



Our brains  

1) are highly plastic and easily shaped by environmental 
factors and experience. 

 
2) use experience to compare things and situations 

 
3) have  a set of several primary emotional systems at birth  
 
4) seek and recognise patterns and make predictions 

 



1 : Brains are plastic, easily shaped 

 
Connections in our brains change all the 
time in the environment -  this allows 
learning   
   
 
 
 
 

 So our brains adapt to their environments 

Environment 

Présentateur
Commentaires de présentation
Story about plasticity 



Thousands of connections – what’s used 
strengthen, what’s not used, dies out. 



Cultural practices shape and influence  
how children learn 

home 

 
(pre)school 

 
community 



2: Brains use experience 
• Brains compare  things  and situations 
• Everything new is examined in the light of  our 

past experience and rules of behaviour  
• We are all learning all the time from 

experience 

Experiences 





3. Brains have a set of primary emotions 
They change activity in our brains and are 
remembered in our bodies 
 
They guide brain development and strongly 
influence our actions  
 
 
 
 
 

Emotions 



 
Thinking doesn’t work without this emotional 
guidance 
  

Every memory has 
an emotional tag 
that shapes our 
reaction to things 
and events 

 
 



These stay with us from infancy to adulthood  





We all have these 3 ‘affective systems’ 
which guide learning:  
 

1. The need to seek and make meaning  
 



2. the need to belong  (identity) 
 mother-child bond, and extending out to others 

 

“Emotions are at 
the very heart of 
language   
development” 
(Greenspan & 
Shanker).  
 



3. the need to play - to imagine, pretend, explore, 
problem solve 



Pretend: what if this = that 
Symbols: symbolic behaviour   



4: Brains seek and recognise patterns and 
make predictions 

Our  brains continuously:  
 
- filter information and select, throwing 

away huge amounts 
- fill in information with only partial 

knowledge 
-  Search for, recognise and classify 

patterns 
- predict what is likely to happen  



A sub-conscious prediction process 

 Prediction is not just one of the things your brain does. It is the 
primary function of the neocortex and the foundation of intelligence. 
The cortex is an organ of prediction. If we want to understand what 
intelligence is, what creativity is, how our brain works...we must 
understand the nature of these predictions... 

 ( Jeff Hawkins 2004) 



“…there is a basic ability to identify patterns in our environment and 
name them, plus an emotional predisposition that motivates us to 
learn a language in order to communicate our needs and desires…” 
 (Ellis & Solms 2018:156) 

 



All perception proceeds in the same contextual 
‘holistic’ way (seeing, hearing, reading) 

because they are all based in the same cognitive mechanism, applied in 
different domains:   
 
 in advance predicting what ought to be perceived, and then 
 adjusting those predictions on the basis of incoming data  









 





 





1,4,9,5,8,0,7,4,0,2,3,8,4,7,5,9,1 



1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13 



 
 

  azpjloemtpbz 



 multilingualism 
 



 
 
Nkosi sik---  iA----a 
 
M--y  --d  a  li-tl-  l--b 
 
Al—ett-, g-nti--e al—ett-,  
Al-ett-, j- t- pl-mer--.  
 
 
Yu  cn  red this evn thgh it is not wrttn crrctly 
 
And  ---- though   words ---  missing 
 
W--? 



 
Context from the start for understanding  
 
 

I sat on the river bank 
 
I took out money from the bank  
 

 
We need the whole experience to learn the parts  



 
When we (try to) read, we use experience 
and 3 kinds of knowledge  
 MEANING : our knowledge and experience (of stories 
and other texts) 
 
LANGUAGE AND GRAMMAR : knowledge and 
experience of patterns in oral and written language 
 
LETTER SOUNDS AND PRINT: relationships between 
sounds and symbols to read particular words - phonics 
 

 



大头大头 
下雨不愁 
你有雨伞 
我有大头 



Big head, big head 
When it rains,  
I'm not scared 
You have an umbrella 
But I have a big head. 





 
When we read in any language our brains use 
prediction: 
  
“Regardless of the orthography, readers, like listeners, are preoccupied 
with comprehension. They predict meaning, syntactic structures, and 
the written language forms which expresses the language. These 
aspects of reading are universal and create the parameters in which the 
features of each writing system and language are used.” (Goodman et 
al 1984: 24). 
 

 



Thando went to the shop. 
 

He fell down and died.  
 

Nomsa went hungry and cried. 
 



Our hunger for meaningful 
patterns translates to a 
hunger for stories 

The brave little Cat, New Africa Books 
 



So what does this mean for biliteracy learning? 

‘Storyplay’  for young children‘s 
biliteracy learning 

 
Think of play as story in action 

Story reading, composing, writing 
and playing, creating story worlds  
 
(Vivian Gussin Paley, Tina Bruce, 
Vygotsky, Sara Stanley)  

 

Bringing storybooks and literacy learning close together  



Consciously prioritizing  

Home language 
and cultural 
practices – ALL 
families have 
important ‘funds 
of knowledge’  
(Louis Moll, Elsa 
Auerbach, Victoria 
Purcell-Gates)  
 

School 
language 
and 
literacy: 
(Street and 
Street) 



Oral story telling 
tradition and 
talk 

Story 
listening, 
reading, 
writing, 
enacting, 
translating 

‘Language carries culture, and culture carries, particularly 
through orature and literature, the entire body of values by 
which we come to perceive ourselves and our place in the 
world’ (Wa Thiong’o, 1986: 16)  



 
         8 Storyplay steps  

With guidelines for  
using books available  
in indigenous 
languages 
 
Open-ended 
questions, to enable 
imaginative thinking. 
Children to make 
connections with 
story and play the 
story  



      Jafta in Xhosa  

Adult learns to bring the story 
alive  
 



  Three Friends and a Taxi  







What kind of environment and cultural 
identities are we valuing?  

 



Affordable quality? 





Who’s languages are we using when, where?  

Présentateur
Commentaires de présentation
Understanding, welcoming, mother tongue, other languages? Oral and print? Walls? Eye level? Writing for real reasons? Emergent reading and writing? Play with sounds, role model writing , read aloud 







Teachers and childrens 
stories, ideas and 
experiences  

Constantly writing because it is  
something useful and important  



Valuing curiosity and interest 



Child agency  



Adults as scribes and interactive role models  



Act story on ‘magic carpet’  



Story fueling cycle for  
imaginative literacy  

Story input 
Tell Read – write    

Share focus 

Talk 
Listen  

Think 
Wonder 

Read-write 
 

Play. Explore. Practice 
Pretend  

 
Own stories 

Compose 
Read-write  

 



 
carole.praesa@gmail.com 
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