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Hi I ’m Brian

with the bilingual brain and
this is my story
nothing out of the ordinary,
but I thought I’d write it down
anyway.
There’s nothing else to do in Melbourne’s 42 C heat
and a few more days of summer holidays to go.
Take it or leave it, it’s my story and I kinda’ like it.
Hope you do, too.
0

Viel Spass beim Lesen!

DAY 1 OF MY LIFE
This is the day I was born — of
course I couldn’t write about it
back then, but the brain is the
first thing to grow in an embryo
and I DID actually already know a
lot — just couldn’t really put it into
words.
Actually, I reckon a diary should
start even before you come out
kicking and screaming for MILK. I
knew the sounds of mum’s and
dad’s voices for quite some time
before I was born – mum’s sounded
a little different from dad’s.
When I was born, I noticed the
other people in the hospital
sounded more like dad than mum.
So I knew my absolute first brainy
task was to figure out which
sounds were used when and
by whom.
Actually, in all honesty, I’m pretty
sure my first priorities were milk,
sleep, milk, then sleep (maybe) and
then a bit more ummm … milk!

1 day old

6 MONTHS OLD
Ok, so I’m hanging out a bit with Mum and Dad — they’ve got this
thing they either call “Arbeit” (Mum) or ‘bloody work’ (Dad) and I’ve
kind of worked out that if they’ve ‘got (bloody) work to do’, they
are not around and if they don’t, they’re hanging out with me.
Cool! So I can’t really talk yet but I can make lots of sounds that
make my parents REALLY HAPPY – for some reason ‘mmm-aaa’
is mum’s favourite and Dad is pretty happy about the ‘ba-ba’
(which he hears as ‘pa-pa’).
There are heaps of these sounds I need to learn, so it’s pretty
important to get in quick – over 40 vowels and consonants to
learn in dad’s language, and then about 45 in mum’s way of
speaking.
Oh and then these all combine to make syllables and there are
ways to change your voice to show you are happy, angry, sad
or just plain old hungry (aka. MILK, please … and I mean NOW!).
My brain is having a brilliant workout whenever
anyone speaks. No wonder I’m so sleeeeeeepy …
hang on – no - I might miss something I. AM. NOT.
SLEEPY!

6 months old

1 YEAR OLD
I’m rocking it with a big birthday party (all that wrapping paper –
love it!) and some words that are making everyone really happy.
My favourites are the ones that are a bit similar in mum’s and
dad’s ways of talking. ‘BALL’ is pretty cool. Dad uses a really long
‘aaaaaa’ sound when he says it (maybe because he’s so bad
at catching) and mum doesn’t. The best bit is that when I say
‘BALL’, they go and get it for me (which is why learning to
walk is TOTALLY OVERRATED!). ‘BETT— BED’ are also kinda’ easy
to learn— although let me clarify that I only like the WORD, as
beds are simply there to makes you miss out on important
things in life!
Another thing I’ve noticed is that dad sticks to the same
sounds all the time, but mum changes. COME ON, MUM, GIVE
ME A CLEAR PATTERN HERE! So here’s an example, first I think
we’ve got an inside and an outside language — So ‘Rhabarber,
Rhabarber, Rhabarber’ at my house and ‘rhubarb, rhubarb,
rhubarb’ outside the house. Easy — mystery solved!!
But mum completely stuffed it up the other day at the bakery –
she spoke to the gentleman at the counter in English, turned
around and asked me what I wanted in German. I point clearly
to what I NEED to eat (like ‘sticky bun’ — dah!). Then my mum
told the gentleman in English “One vegemite scroll, please!”

1 year old

So ONE — she ruins my hypothesis about when to use which
language and — TWO — I never get my sticky bun. I’ve revised
my hypothesis back to mum has mum words and dad has
dad words and there’s no need to ‘hide’ mum’s words when
we’re out and about. All I have to do now is work out how to
get that sticky bun. Man, what a day!

2 YEARS OLD
So I’m really cruising through my words and sounds.
I’ve got around 12 consonants and vowels in both
languages and about 150 words in mum’s language
and 100 in dad’s (that’s cause dad seems to have
‘bloody work’ more than mum has her ‘Arbeit’).
I’ve made great mates with Monica, who lives next
door. I reckon she’s got a few more words than me in
dad’s language, but zero in mum’s language. If I was
competitive, that means I WIN ‘cause, in total, I have
more words. But, hey, who is competitive around
here? Not me at all, although I DO DEFINITELY have
more words than monolingual Monica - Just saying.
To be honest, all these people keep calling me
‘amazing’ cause I can use mum’s and dad’s words,
but I think it’s just normal and, in my mind, Monica
is totally amazing because she walked at 11
months and can already ride a SCOOTER! Ok,
I get it now, walking isn’t as over-rated as it
first seemed. You live and learn I s’pose.

2 years old

3 - 4 YEARS OLD
Up to this point in time I’ve got it all worked out.
I’m on the move - who ever said it was difficult to
ride a scooter? Easy-peasy-lemon-squeezy!
I’ve also worked out that I use mum’s words with
mum. I use dad’s words with dad and pretty
much everyone else, especially people I’ve never
met before. Well, at least most of the time.
I’m still working on how to say some sounds
though — Dad keeps saying ‘ba – ba – ba – nana’
when I ask for a ‘nana’. Funny how he’s still stuck
on that sound – maybe he wants me to say
‘pa - pa – nana’. I’ll try that out next time.

3‑4 years old

Mum’s words are sometimes a bit tricky,
especially the long ones (try saying
‘Toilettenpapier’ when you need it in a hurry!)
and some action words like ‘wir machen als
ob’. I try to just replace these with dad’s words
mixed with a bit of mum’s – I say, for example,
‘Wir pretenden dass wir Babys sind.’), but mum
seems to be getting more and more hard core
about not letting me do this.

Oma from Germany came to
visit and she had a hard time
understanding me when I used
mum’s and dad’s words all mixed
up together… maybe that’s why
mum isn’t letting me mix them
anymore? Hmmm, think I’ll test
her out a few more times just to
make sure.
Mum also says she needs to do
more ‘Arbeit’ and drops me off at

a place called ‘FROEBEL’. The coolest thing about FROEBEL
is that there are lots of kids there with mum and dad words
like me, as well as other kids with just one set of words. So
no-one is called “amazing” just because they can use lots of
words. The teachers use only either my dad’s words or my
mum’s words. I’m still figuring out which words to use with
which kids, but I’ve conquered the giant slide and am brilliant
at making sure I get one of the trikes in the playground!
Wo-ho, kindergarten is COOL … although I wish Monica was
here to race against on the trikes … I’d beat her fair and
square (but, of course, I’m not at all competitive).

5 YEARS OLD
Holy guacamole! SCHOOOOOOOL! Man, am I scared!
Mum and Dad are looking pretty anxious as well. They
say one thing (“School is going to be SO MUCH FUN!”)
but I don’t need two languages to see that their facial
expressions say something different.
We spent heaps of time going to these things called ‘Open
Days’. Some schools had chocolate chip biscuits - which
made them cool – but most of the time I pulled on mum
or dad’s leg while they talked about stuff like ‘ed-u-kayschon-al up-roaches’ (which might be linked to

‘cockroaches’ so I didn’t want to go to those
schools).
One school was kinda’ cool ‘cause lots of the
kids, teachers and families spoke mum’s and
dad’s words. Oh, and there was this person
talking about learning more than one language
– which was basically the story of my life.
While she was talking, I tried to let mum and
dad know that she was actually talking about
ME – ME - ME, so they already knew all that
stuff and didn’t need to listen. They took a
while to get the hint. Eventually, mum took me
out to the playground and dad stayed inside.
Monkey bar practise was far more relevant
to my life trajectory (especially as Monica was
ace at it).
So finally the day arrives – I start at the
Deutsche Schule Melbourne (DSM) – and there
are TWO really cool things about this. ONE I get
a great big ‘Schultuete’ filled with pens, rubbers,
lollies and even a sticky bun on my first day
and – TWO - my best friend, monolingual Monica,
ends up at the same school!
HOW. COOL. IS. THAT?
So, just like at FROEBEL, the teachers all speak
either dad’s or mum’s words.

5 years old

Almost all of our lessons (90%) are in German,
so I sit next to Monica and help her out
whenever she doesn’t understand the teacher.
This makes me feel really clever and proud,
although she’s starting to need me less …

There’s also a school dog, Kaya,
who loves to be read to in any
language, especially the language
of tummy rubs. I kinda like reading
to her cause it makes me feel a little
bit less scared.
Lots of kid’s parents come in to help
with the reading, too. Dad does this
one day a week. I don’t know why,
but he says I can’t read less than
the other kids with him just ‘cause
he’s my dad. That is LIKE. TOTALLY.
UNFAIR! Can’t they make Dad
reading privileges part of the DSM’s
“ed-u-kay-schon-al cockroach”?

9 YEARS OLD
Ok, so now I have a problem. I can’t call Monica ‘monolingual
Monica’ anymore, ‘cause she now speaks German, even when
she comes over for a sleep over at my place.
We’ll start learning French in Year 5 so maybe she’ll have to
become ‘multilingual Monica’. Man, I’m totally losing that race
as well (no, no, I’m not competitive – that was a constructive
comparison).
So learning to read and write in German
and English isn’t actually as hard as most
adults seemed to think. At first, I did have a
head-start on Monica ‘cause I was better
at understanding that the way a word is
written doesn’t actually have any link to
the meaning of the word (btw, that was just
another healthy comparison).
How could you not understand this when you’ve got a long
word like ‘caterpillar’ in English to talk about a long animal, but
‘Raupe’ describes the same animal in German, but is a very
short word (especially for German standards!)?
Growing up with two languages has also helped me solve
complex maths problems – this bilingual brain has spent its

whole life working out which
part of language is important
at which point in time, which
kinda’ makes it easy to work
out the most important bits of
information in something like
“Ten ducks crossed the road
on a bright Sunday morning in
Fitzroy North. There was a fox
on the other side who greedily
ate three of them. How many
were left?”
A bilingual brain can quickly
work out that the time of day,
weather, the fox’s greed or
even the fact that you never
see ducks (let alone 10 of them)
crossing a road in Fitzroy
North, are totally irrelevant
to knowing how many ducks
were not eaten. The answer of
course, is 7 …

... but they probably got run over
on the way back across the road
anyway.
So, in Year 3 we do about 80% of our
classes in German and the other 20%
in English.
It’s also the first time we sit a test
called the NAPLAN.
Monica blitzed it and so did I, but it’s
a little bit unfair when you think that
we are only ever asked to write and
do stuff in one of our two languages
– it’s kind of like only testing if one
half of your dishwasher is working
and not the other (I’m using this
example cause our dishwasher
broke the other day and dad said
it was an absolute DISASTER!).

11 YEARS OLD
So this is it, my last year at Deutsche Schule
Melbourne.
Multilingual Monica is school captain.
I also have an important role as the year 5/6
class fish tank cleaner. I take this role very
seriously as their lives depend on me. I’ve been
suggesting to mum and dad that I should
probably stay on at the school for a while for
the fishs’ sake. I used my best persuasive skills
in both German and English, but they said I could
train up a Year 5 to do the job (in either English or
German).
So now I’ve gone to see Frau Ressel (the school
principal) to suggest starting a bilingual
secondary school (and I’m talking FAST). I’m
happy to pitch in my pocket money to make it
happen. She said it’s in the works, but it will take
a while longer than the remaining 2 months I have
at DSM. At least I get to keep my pocket money.
So I’m facing the prospect of high school and,
once again, being called ‘amazing’ ‘cause I
can speak two languages, actually three now
because we’ve been learning French for the past
two years.

11 years old

12 YEARS OLD
So the DSM fish are all still fit and healthy and there’s a
whole new bunch of kids’ with Schultueten at the DSM
(but I bet NONE of them got a sticky bun!).
I’m at a secondary school where the other kids ask me
to “say something in German” and have a bit of a giggle
regardless of what I actually say. When I was little, I hated
this because it made me stick out in a crowd (unless, of
course, I was being compared to Monika). But now I know
I’m actually not different – the majority of the world’s
population speaks more than one language – and being
bilingual and bicultural is something I have in addition to
all my other skills (wo-ho, that’s one up for me, thanks!).
On Monday and Wednesday afternoons I join up with my old
DSM mates at the DSD (Deutsches Sprachdiplom) classes.
We sit in our old classroom, learn lots of German and I
inspect the cleanliness of the fish tank. I trained those
year 5 pretty well I must say!

I’ve also visited some ex-DSMers in
Germany and I’m thinking of using
the deutsches Sprachdiplom to
study at university over there – but
only if I can still get sticky buns at a
German bakery.
Officially we’re called ‘DSM alumni’
but that’s just a fancy name for
a group of kids who share a deep
understanding of living and learning
two or more cultures and languages.
I know this has made me someone
who isn’t afraid of difference and
who has a deep and personal
understanding of the beauty of
culture and language.

12 years old

Deutsche Schule Melbourne

is located in the state of Victoria in North Fitzroy,
and offers bilingual education
for primary school children up to Year 6
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