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Bridging Two Languages

Engaging Activities for
Bilingual Immersion
Programs

Anne K. Soderman, Betty L. Wescott, and Shen Jie

Itis February when pve-year-old Patrick prst enters the Chinese im-

mersion class. His father, who works for an automotive company, was

transferred recently from Berlin to Beijing. Patrickis Danish-speaking
mother and German-speaking father give him a hug and tell him they
will see him after school.

During large group meeting, the teacher introduces Patrick in
Mandarin to the rest of the children and invites the children to tell
him welcome in Mandarin. Patrick looks shyly at his new class-

mates. He cannot understand what theyire saying to him, and he
doesnit have any idea what he should say back to them. After
lunch, he will have a similar experience, except then he will not
understand the English he hears from the teachers and children
who participate in this bilingual immersion program. For
Patrick, itis a long and confusing prst day of school.

Increasing globalization and migration around the
world have led to signi cant numbers of children having to learn a
second or third language upon entering school. While many pro-
grams offer young children opportunities to become uentin Eng-
lish, there is growing recognition that learning other languages in

addition to English is also desirable.

At 3e International Kindergarten in Beijing, China, children from
many different nations are immersed for half the day in Mandarin, the
of cial language in the People s Republic of China, and the other half
in English. The school offers nursery, preschool, and kindergarten pro-
grams for children 18 months to six years, and according to the mission
statement, children explore, experiment, and express in a bilingual,
multicultural learning context as they build strong and enjoyable rela-
tionships with peers and adults from different cultures.

Like Patrick, many children enter 3e speaking neither Mandarin nor
English. During the past year, our rst full year of teaching young chil-
dren in a bilingual immersion setting, we three authors learned quick-
ly that in creating meaningful activities for them, we needed to keep in
mind the following criteria:

1. The activities should help children develop pride and cultural identity
in the new languages being learned as well as in their home languages.

2. Children are more focused when classroom activities are personally
engaging, meaningful, and useful.
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