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Around the world, there are more people who speak more than one language than people who
speak only one language [1]. Many children on the autism spectrum, therefore, are raised in
homes where multiple languages are spoken. This raises many questions for parents, such as:

e  Will my child be able to learn more than one language?
e Will learning a second language interfere with my child’s language development?
e What's the best way to help my child learn two languages?

During the past decade, researchers have been studying this topic and found that being
exposed to two languages does not interfere with the language development of children on
the autism spectrum.

Researchers have looked at the outcomes of verbal children on the autism spectrum, and
compared children exposed to one versus two languages. Children exposed to two languages
appear to do as well as children exposed to only one language [2,3]. While we don’t have
studies yet that have included children who do not use verbal language to communicate, we
know that for verbal children on the autism spectrum, bilingualism does not harm their
development [3].

Based on what we know about bilingual development, here are four tips to guide parents and
caregivers of children on the autism spectrum:
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e Expose your child to the language(s) that are considered important in your community
and family — When parents stop speaking their native language with their child, it can
result in the child not being able to understand or speak with extended family members
or participate in their cultural community. Being exposed to the language(s) valued by
the family can allow a child to participate more fully in their family and culture [4].

e Speak to your child in the language(s) that you are most comfortable speaking — When
adults speak to children in a language that they are comfortable and fluent in, it allows
children to hear a variety of words and sentences, as well as how the grammar works in
that language. This helps children develop their language skills. Trying to speak a
language in which you are not fluent or comfortable makes it more difficult to interact
and speak with your child. We know children learn language best when they are
involved in meaningful interactions during everyday life with their caregivers. Therefore,
speaking fluently during everyday interactions is the best way to help a child learn
language [5].

e Children need exposure to a language to learn a language — For any child to learn a
language, they need to hear a lot of that language. This is also true for children on the
autism spectrum, and a recent study showed that the amount of time children were
exposed to a language was strongly related to their language skills [6]. Therefore, if you
want your child to learn two languages, your child will need regular opportunities to
hear and use both languages.

e Talk to a speech-language pathologist about supporting your child’s languages — While
it’s ideal if your child’s speech-language pathologist speaks both of your child’s
languages, it can be difficult to find someone who does. However, your speech-language
pathologist can work with you to support your child’s languages. You can learn
strategies to use with your child in any language that will build your child’s
communication, interaction, and play skills. In fact, the strategies in all of the Hanen
resources are intended for parents to use while speaking their choice of language with
their child.

The message from researchers is loud and clear: there is no reason why children on the autism
spectrum shouldn’t be raised in a bilingual environment [2]. What’s most important is that
they're given the chance to have many enjoyable, meaningful interactions in both languages.
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