
                    

 
 

 
                                        

 
 
Creating Safe Harbour  

This content includes real traumas and triumphs 
 of lived experiences of the communities studied;  

it is recommended that educators know the  
learners and the preparation they require  

prior to accessing the material. 
 

 

Teacher: Date: Period: Location: 

Course and section: 
• Senior Social 

Sciences 
• Senior 

Geography 
• Senior ELL 

classes 
• Any Senior 

Language 
Courses 

Unit: 

Lesson Title:  
Child-Language Brokering 

Number of periods: 
 
75 minutes 

Curriculum Overall Expectations 

 

Learning Goals 
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Prior Knowledge Vocabulary & Specific 
Terminology 

 

n/a   

Instruction Strategies Assessment Strategies 
C-conversation O-observation P-Product 
F-formative S-summative 

·   

Time Lesson Sequence 
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Minds-On 
 
Prior to the activity/lesson: 

• Students will record thoughts on the topic of Child Language 
Brokering [CBL] on the chart provided, in their notebook or on 
a slip of paper to be submitted to the educator or discussed 
as a class.  

 
o This format will depend on your individual class’s 

needs.   
 
What do I know 
about this topic?   

What do I think it 
means?   

What would I like to 
learn?   
 

• Give a brief definition of CBL prior to reading the articles: 
o Ex. Child language brokers are children or young 

people who translate or interpret on behalf of adult 
family members, siblings or peers who do not speak 
the local language. When arriving in a new country, 
children often learn the local language faster than 
their parents do. (UCL – Faculty of Language and 
Society) 

 

 
 

ACTION 
 

• Students will read about CLB situations, such as Cecilia’s 
Story. Read together, in small groups or alone depending on 
the reading levels and the educator’s desired goals.  

 
o Cecilia’s Story from Vancouver Is Awesome has been 

linked at the end of this lesson for your convenience. 
 

• Students will then explore the benefits and challenges of CLB, 
summarized according to a group of professionals from 
Immigrant Education Society who offer resources for CLB 
individuals. 

o Highlights from the website are included at the end of 
this lesson. 

 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/research-projects/2024/nov/child-language-brokering#:%7E:text=Child%20language%20brokers%20are%20children,faster%20than%20their%20parents%20do.
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/research-projects/2024/nov/child-language-brokering#:%7E:text=Child%20language%20brokers%20are%20children,faster%20than%20their%20parents%20do.
https://www.vancouverisawesome.com/highlights/the-unique-family-dynamic-children-language-brokering-for-their-immigrant-parents-5710488
https://www.vancouverisawesome.com/highlights/the-unique-family-dynamic-children-language-brokering-for-their-immigrant-parents-5710488
https://www.vancouverisawesome.com/highlights/the-unique-family-dynamic-children-language-brokering-for-their-immigrant-parents-5710488
https://www.immigrant-education.ca/see-the-research/language-brokering-initiative#googtrans(en%7Cen)
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Consolidation and Reflection  
 

• Included in the lesson below is a poster from UNICEF’s 
“Conventions of Rights of the Child” 

 
• Explain what the Conventions of the Rights of the Child is, 

and consider as a class, or in small groups, whether or not 
this supports CLBs.  

 
Prompting Questions 
 

• How does being a CLB align or misalign with The 
Conventions of the Rights of a Child?  In what ways? Why 
is this important? 

 
• Is CLB healthy or harmful? Explain. 

o What are the benefits?  What are the harms? 
 

• What could families do to prevent children from being put 
in the position of being a CLB? 

 
• Government funds are spent on programs to support 

youth who find themselves in positions of LB.  Is this 
where the funding should be? Should government money 
be spent on more community interpreters for new 
Canadians? Explain. 

 
Extension: 
 
Write a persuasive paragraph or essay with one of the topics listed 
above (or a related topic).   
 
 
 

Universal Design 
Modifications (For all) 

Specified IEP Accommodations Resources 

https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention/convention-text-childrens-version
https://www.unicef.ca/en/policy-advocacy-for-children/about-the-convention-on-the-rights-of-the-child#:%7E:text=The%20Convention%20provides%20a%20framework,policies%20and%20services%20to%20help
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Educator’s Lesson Reflections 

Modifications for other courses 
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Cecilia’s Story: 
The unique family dynamic: children ‘language 
brokering’ for their immigrant parents 
 
When children move to Canada with their parents who don't speak English, they are often 
required to act as interpreters, both in language and culture. 
 

 
Cecilia Huang, left, as an adult, and right as a child when her family moved to Canada from Taiwan when she was nine years old. 

In 2021, 4.6 million Canadians spoke languages other than English or French at home according 
to numbers released August 17, 2022 by Statistics Canada. Many of those would be in families 
that have emigrated to Canada and have to rely on their children to help them acclimatize to their 
new surroundings, often using them as translators. That’s because children tend to learn English 
faster than their parents.  

As language brokers the children aren’t just translating but often also helping their parents 
interpret the larger culture around them. Although this practice may be helping the parents become 
accustomed to their new country, their children are given an added responsibility.  

Cecilia Huang is a first-generation citizen. Her parents moved to Canada from Taiwan when she 
was nine years old.  She had to translate official documents concerning her parents immigration to 
Canada into English. 

“It’s an added stress and responsibility,” said Richmond B.C. -based Huang, who is now a mother 
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herself. “It’s almost like as a kid you have certain things you have to do.” 

Huang is what experts call a child language broker, and as a child she translated legal, medical 
and tax documents for her mother, while her father travelled frequently for work.  

Language brokering is a familiar experience with first-generation immigrants who access an 
intimate knowledge of their parent’s health and financial issues by acting as translators.  

The number of Canadians who speak predominantly languages other than English or French at 
home rose 16 per cent between 2016 and 2021, from four million to 4.6 million.  Mandarin, Punjabi 
and Cantonese are the most spoken languages in Canada after English and French, according to 
2021 census data from StatsCan.  

University of British Columbia Professor Anusha Kassan is a second generation Canadian. Her 
parents  moved to Canada before she was born. She studies factors that help and hinder 
language brokering in children. Kassan believes the best way to navigate this relationship is 
through communication and making sure children understand what their translation responsibilities 
are.  

For the parents, it can be a hard transition moving to Canada where their children are their only 
support, Kassan said. There is “an impact on the parents’ own confidence, competence and ego.” 

“Having to ask their children for something, when, not long before arriving to Canada, they were 
the providers. They were the ones with the knowledge, the ability and the skills, that role reversal 
can be difficult,” she said. 

This creates a unique family dynamic for immigrant children that can follow them into adulthood. 
Many like Huang still help out their parents when needed. 

“I think we’re kind of in that gap generation where we’re taking care of the older generation as well 
as the young,” Huang said. “And I feel like that might continue to be the trend.”  

Even at a young age, this can create an imbalance in the relationship between parents and their 
children. But, like in Huang’s case, it is bred from access to few choices.  

“Most of the time, language brokering is not a choice for immigrant families where there are 
language barriers,” Kassan said “It’s the only way to engage with society and get to know the host 
culture.”   

Kassan’s research shows children helping out their parents can bring the family closer together. If 
children understand their responsibility and how their abilities are helping out their family it can 
boost their self-esteem and confidence.  
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“One of the recommendations is to be up front with the children about what we’re going to be 
asking them ahead of time,” Kassan said “As opposed to just showing up at the appointment and 
then expecting them to do the translation at the same time. 

“When they’re old enough to understand [their language brokering responsibilities] they can 
sometimes feel like they’re giving back to their parents. They’re contributing to the household in a 
positive way.” 

“It could also help children and teens feel a little bit more responsible,” Kassan said. 

Both Huang and Kassan agree the best way families can deal with translating English, and the 
effects of language brokering on their children, is through communication. Parents and children 
alike have to be able to express how the family dynamic affects them mentally and emotionally. 

 

Language Brokering Initiative Article 

Rainey et al (2014) suggested that LBs have higher levels of 
anxiety/depression as emerging adults. Weisskirch & Alva (2002) 
indicated that children did not believe they benefitted from or helped their 
parents learn English in filling LB roles. According to Alvarez (2017) 
language brokering duties compelled youth to prematurely grow up, but 
also suggests this negative consequence is less intense than what the 
overall literature conveys. Hua & Costigan (2012) found that LB activities 
resulted in poorer psychological health for adolescents who held strong 
family obligations and perceived parents to be highly psychologically 
controlling with more parent-child conflict.  Some research has shown 
that when the intergenerational gap in acculturation between parents and 
children is wide, there are conflicts over cultural values and attitudes, 
which may override the positive impacts of LB with negative 
outcomes.This project proposes, however that this acculturative gap can 
be managed through awareness and training. 
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Indeed there is a significant amount of research that point to key 
educational benefits of LB when these issues are managed. Niehaus & 
Kumpiene (2014) indicate that successfully brokering in complex 
situations may help increase students’ confidence in their abilities to 
master variety of difficult tasks, including academic tasks in classroom. 
Lee, et al (2011) show that LB events enable 2nd language learners gain 
access to critical information in complex learning contexts. They also 
position LB children as being more ‘able’ in relation to non-LB students. 
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