Inside Story

Bilingual Brainiacs at Montessori Casa International
As the steam from his shower fogs up the
bathroom, four-year-old Oscar* begins to
write the Chinese character for moon (月
yuè) in the mirror. Over and over, he painstakingly makes the strokes-- across, down,
another line, a little flourish here—until he
has a row of even characters.
“Yue, like mooncakes!” he shouts excitedly.
Oscar isn’t a heritage-Chinese learner,
but as a student at Montessori Casa International Preschool (MCI) in Lowry, the language is becoming second-nature to him.
The preschool emphasizes a dual-language
environment, which is proven to foster cognitive development and to increase creativity, concentration, productivity, and problem-solving skills in children as young as six
months old.
“Bilingualism is good for you. It makes
brains stronger. It is a brain exercise” said
Ellen Bialystok, a cognitive neuroscientist
who has spent almost 40 years learning how
bilingualism sharpens the mind.
In fact, bilingual children are more likely
to outperform monolingual children academically and socially, notes Fred Genesee
of the University of Minnesota. This stems
from the fact that when a child is fluent in
two or more languages, he has multiple associations for a single object or concept. For
example, the word “sister” in English can refer to either an elder or a younger sibling; in
Mandarin Chinese, however, there are separate words for elder sister (姐姐 jiějie) and
younger sister (妹妹 mèimei).
In addition to increasing a child’s vocabulary, the distinct relationships inherent in
the words often encourages him to express
more complicated thoughts (i.e., “I have an
older sister,” instead of “I have a sister”).
This means that the child is more flexible in
how he thinks, and can therefore be more
imaginative. Most importantly, this transition happens seamlessly, without the delayed steps of forced translation that occurs
with adult language-learners.
While the MCI staff are thrilled that Oscar and his peers are able to count, name
colors and objects, use adjectives, and construct compound vocabulary after just three
months of exposure to Mandarin Chinese,
their main objective is to expand their students’ brains for success later on in life.
“We want to give our children a foundation that not only develops their cognitive
analysis skills and readies them for advanced
mathematics, literacy, music, and cultural
understanding, “ said Punum Bhatia, MCI
Executive Director. “But which opens their
minds to seeing the same world in a multitude of ways as well.” For the full report,
please visit www.mcidenver.edu.
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