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Bilingualism is a valuable tool that enriches and facilitates cultural, social and lived

experiences for autistic and non-autistic people alike. Research consistently finds no

negative effects of bilingualism and highlights the potential for positive effects across

cognitive and socio-cultural domains for autistic and non-autistic children. Yet parents of

autistic children remain concerned that bilingualism will cause delays in both cognitive

and language development and are still frequently advised by practitioners to raise their

child monolingually. Evidently, findings from research are not reflected in practice or

subsequent advice, and it is essential to identify ways to ensure equal access to additional

language learning. We briefly summarise the existing literature on bilingualism and

autism, considering perspectives from the bilingual autistic community, and experimental

research. We identify the most pertinent barriers to participation for autistic bilingual

children in terms of familial, clinical and educational perspectives. We propose novel

solutions to promote additional language learning and suggest changes to practice

that will contribute to an evidence base for families and practitioners. This commentary

makes innovative recommendations at both the individual and societal level to ensure

that autistic bilingual people have equal rights and opportunities to language learning

and are optimally supported in accessing them.

Keywords: autism, bilingualism, wellbeing, language learning, inclusion

INTRODUCTION

While all children should have access to language learning and the opportunities that
come with it, as a fundamental human right, this is currently not the case for all
autistic children. The U.N. Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN
General Assembly, 2006)—which highlights rights for children—includes “respect for the
right of children with disabilities to preserve their identities” and “recognising specific
cultural and linguistic identity” (article 3). Although it could, in some instances, be
reasonable to violate this right if there was evidence that bilingualism was harmful for
development, no research to date has found long-term negative effects of bilingualism.
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Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that bilingualism can
be beneficial to both autistic and non-autistic children. Indeed,
a growing body of research highlights the potential benefits of
bilingualism for non-autistic children in terms of sociocultural
factors, including family bonds (Opitz and Degner, 2012) and
wellbeing (Halle et al., 2014). When bilingual parents raise their
children monolingually, there is also the possibility that children
can be excluded from bonding with relatives and participating in
cultural activities (Jegatheesan, 2011; Park, 2014). Findings are
less consistent regarding cognitive benefits, in part because of
the confounding factors in the field, such as the heterogeneity
of demographic characteristics of bilingual people—i.e., socio-
economic status and ethnicminority status—particularly in high-
income countries.

While comparatively, there is limited research addressing the
effects of bilingualism for autistic people, in terms of cognitive
skills, the literature that does exist suggests bilingual exposure
does not lead to poorer development. Research assessing
executive functions, social cognition and language abilities of
autistic people suggest no detrimental effects of bilingualism
(e.g., Beauchamp and MacLeod, 2017), and some preliminary
indications of positive effects (e.g., Valicenti-McDermott et al.,
2013; Gonzalez-Barrero and Nadig, 2019; Montgomery et al.,
2021), though more research is needed to quantify these claims.
A detailed overview of the cognitive literature is outside the scope
of this commentary, but see Drysdale et al. (2015) andWang et al.
(2018) for systematic reviews of this research.

Autistic children in particular could benefit from the
close familial and cultural connections that their shared
language affords (Yu, 2013; Hampton et al., 2017). As autistic
children experience greater levels of adversity in terms of
wellbeing and social exclusion (Humphrey and Symes, 2010),
preventing another source of positive self-regard—access to the
home language—could exacerbate this further. This could be
particularly relevant for autistic individuals from ethnic minority
populations or lower economic and social backgrounds, whomay
particularly benefit from immersion in the home language.

Two studies to date have investigated the lived experiences
of autistic bilingual people, both highlighting multiple benefits.
Howard et al. (2019) reported that bilingual children living
in multilingual environments are more positive about
bilingualism than their peers in monolingual settings, especially
regarding social and communication opportunities linked
with bilingualism. Adults also reported that bilingualism
had supported their relationships with family and friends
and increased their access to hobbies and educational and
employment opportunities (Nolte et al., 2021). Importantly,
bilingualism had given them feelings of increased self-efficacy,
self-confidence and assurance in social interactions and had
helped them to better understand themselves and others.
Together, these findings highlight that bilingualism is not a
burden, and can provide benefits across socio-cultural and
cognitive domains for autistic people.

Despite an absence of negative effects of bilingualism
(Uljarević et al., 2016), many parents remain concerned about
potentially harmful effects of bilingualism on their autistic child’s
development. Parents are also frequently advised by clinical

and educational practitioners to raise their child monolingually,
sustaining the now-unsupported view that bilingualism could
cause additional confusion or language delay (Kay-Raining Bird
et al., 2012; Yu, 2013; Hampton et al., 2017). For example, one
source for these concerns is the finding that bilingual children
often have reduced vocabulary in each of their languages, even
though their overall vocabulary across languages is comparable
to that of their monolingual peers. Admittedly, a more restricted
vocabulary in the majority language would impact the child’s
access to clinical support (Bialystok et al., 2010; Hoff and
Ribot, 2017). However, research also shows exposure to multiple
languages from early childhood is beneficial for language
development, with some linguistic skills transferring across
languages (e.g., Verhoeven, 2007).

Although research in this area is consistent in its findings
cross-culturally and using a variety of different experimental
paradigms, it is evident that research is not informing practise
or filtering down to parents. In turn, this is leading to autistic
children facing barriers to participation. To address this problem,
we need to chart the barriers to additional language learning so
that they can be overcome.

In this commentary, we identify the main barriers to inclusion
in three areas—parental, clinical, and educational—and identify
potential solutions to ensure equal access to additional language
learning for autistic people.

FAMILIAL CONTEXT

Family Barriers
Specific concerns can arise in predominantly monolingual
countries with parents who have a different native language (e.g.,
immigrant families) but choose to use the majority language at
home. Unlike fluent speakers (Hudry et al., 2018), non-fluent
speakers of themajority language report difficulty and discomfort
communicating with their child and worry about teaching them
a “wrong” way to speak the language, which can lead to reduced
communication with their child (Kay-Raining Bird et al., 2016).
One US-based study with immigrant parents of autistic children
who only used English at home showed a decline in parent-
child interactions and in the child’s participation in family
conversations (Kremer-Sadlik, 2005). Given the association
between one’s native language and emotional processing (Opitz
and Degner, 2012), parents may feel more able to connect
emotionally with their child in their native language, and
choosing to speak a non-native language may undermine the
emotional value of parent-child communication. Indeed, parents
report feeling less restricted and closer to their autistic child when
using their native language (Yu, 2013; Kim and Roberti, 2014).
Choosing monolingualism can also have negative consequences
on the child’s feelings of identity, inclusion, and access to cultural
heritage (Park, 2014).

This decision to stop using the home language is often
motivated by the fact that the services a child might need would
only be provided in the majority language (Kay-Raining Bird
et al., 2012, 2016). As such, parents are often made to choose
between access to services and the use of their native language
with their child.
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Additionally, findings suggest a lack of understanding of
autism within some communities (Munroe et al., 2016; Hussein
et al., 2019) which could also be compounded with social
stigma reported by cultural minorities in the UK. In particular,
experiences of increased stigma when accessing healthcare
(Szczepura, 2005; Kandeh et al., 2020), and stigma around autism
within their own and the wider community (Kinnear et al., 2016;
Selman et al., 2018; Papoudi et al., 2021), could ultimately lead to
increased social exclusion and misunderstanding.

Overall, research suggests parents can be influenced by
misinformation on both bilingualism and autism, and this
“double hit” could mean that accessing multiple languages
at home may be particularly difficult for some autistic
bilingual children.

Family Solutions
Solutions to the issues above can be found in providing families
with suitable information about autism and bilingualism. First,
increasing parents’ understanding of autism could be important
in reducing stigmatising views. For example, research using short
videos to teach non-autistic adults about autism had a significant
impact on reducing stigma, increasing knowledge of autism,
and increased positive beliefs (Jones et al., 2021). Providing
parents with accessible resources combining knowledge of autism
with a review of current findings regarding bilingualism could
ensure that recommendations from research reach the people
who will have a prominent role in the language experiences of
their children.

Second, researchers must ensure that information about
language exposure does not focus solely on the cognitive
effects of bilingualism, but also on familial bonds, identity,
community, and social inclusion. Within this, we cannot support
an individual’s cultural and linguistic identity without an
understanding of their identity from their own perspective. It
is crucial for children to feel involved when decisions are being
made about and for them, and resources for families must also
reflect the child’s perspective. Currently, important questions
remain around how autistic bilingual children feel about their
language identity, feelings of inclusion with peers and within
their cultural communities. Conducting research with children
in this way will be an important step in creating a rigorous and
complete evidence base for parents.

CLINICAL SUPPORT

Clinical Barriers
Research suggests that practitioners, including speech and
language therapists, do not have confidence in the tools available
to conduct diagnostic or language assessments with bilingual
children (Davis et al., 2020). Although practitioners have a
responsibility tomaintain equality while conducting assessments,
many standardised tools are culturally inappropriate for children
from culturally and linguistically diverse populations (Mdlalo
et al., 2019). The diagnostic process for bilingual children can
bring additional challenges, with observational components of
commonly used assessments being misinterpreted as autism-
specific differences rather than differences in cultural norms. The

absence of eye-contact and pointing behaviours, for example, are
generally interpreted as autistic traits, yet in some non-western
cultures, for a child to exhibit these behaviours with adults is
inappropriate (Zhang et al., 2006). As a result, children from
culturally and linguistically diverse populations are commonly
diagnosed later (Shattuck et al., 2009) and are more likely to be
misdiagnosed (Harris et al., 2014).

Similarly, some intervention strategies are not culturally
relevant for all children. Practitioners noted that for some
families, parent-child interactions are less direct or do not take
place on the floor (Davis et al., 2020), children may be expected
to display emotions differently, or the types of toys given to
children to play with may not be typical in their culture (Norbury
and Sparks, 2013). Recommending training or conducting
assessments using these approaches may not be beneficial.

Practitioners themselves have stated they do not feel confident
the tools available for use with culturally and linguistically
diverse populations are acceptable, and frequently rely on their
observations or asking for advice from colleagues or other
professionals (Oxley and De Cat, 2019). Furthermore, speech and
language therapists report that they have few opportunities to
access additional cultural training after they qualify, and they
do not have the time or opportunities to keep up to date with
relevant research findings (Davis et al., 2020).

Importantly, the issues raised above regarding assessment
difficulties for bilingual children mirror findings from research
focusing on other neurodevelopmental conditions, such as
developmental language disorders (Laasonen et al., 2018).
Adapting bilingual-specific tools and practices would therefore
benefit not only autistic children, but also children with other
developmental conditions.

Clinical Solutions
The solutions identified here relate to a larger tangible
transformation that could optimise practice with autistic
bilingual children and their families: providing co-produced
resources, information, and training to ensure clinicians make
confident and informed decisions about how to assess and
support children in the diagnostic pathway and beyond. It is
evident that more substantial and ongoing training opportunities
should be available for practitioners.

As practitioners have raised concerns regarding the lack of
cultural diversity training currently available, institutions should
organise training as part of continual development. In the
immediate future, researchers should ensure practitioners are
provided with functional, up-to-date information about autism
and bilingualism that can be integrated into training, to ensure
parents are not choosing a monolingual environment because of
practitioner uncertainty.

We must also consider ways of improving access to and
understanding of the assessments currently offered. It is likely
that where inappropriate recommendations and assessments are
being used, practitioners have limited access to resources, such
as developmental norms in specific languages or cultures (Oxley
and De Cat, 2019). Therefore, providing practitioners with a
wider range of assessment tools and information around the
suitability of assessments and variability between children from
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culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds would be the
first step in preventing cultural biases. This can happen in three
specific ways.

First, given the cultural variation in the identification and
presentation of autism, research should focus on understanding
and comparing the applicability and sensitivity of assessments
across different cultures. To date, several autism screening tools
have been developed for use with people from specific countries,
including Iran (Samadi et al., 2014; Samadi and McConkey,
2015), China (Wang et al., 2020) and Brazil (Pacífico et al.,
2019). All four studies highlighted a need to account for cultural
variation, and that cultural and linguistic backgrounds play a
crucial role in interpreting assessments.

Second, and of direct relevance to clinicians, is to create a
checklist for common assessments to help practitioners analyse
the appropriateness of such measures. For example, Harris et al.
(2014) designed a checklist for four of the most common autism
screening tools used with culturally and linguistically diverse
children. By creating indicators of appropriateness that included
compliance with disability requirements, it was evident some
tools were more applicable than others. Future studies could
develop comparable checklists that practitioners could access
online and incorporate into assessments.

Third, the increased use of online diagnostic assessments that
occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic could be leveraged
to allow trained bilingual diagnostic practitioners to assess these
children beyond their own health boards.

EDUCATION

Educational Barriers
In England, at least one in five pupils has English as an
additional language, and this number is steadily rising (Leung,
2010; Department for Education, 2018). Despite this, a recent
interview study with UK-based educators supporting autistic
bilingual children (Howard et al., 2021) showed that although
educators hold positive views about bilingualism, opinions vary
greatly when it comes to autistic pupils. Many reported not
recommending bilingualism for all autistic children, and this
was predominantly based on the child’s language abilities and
autism profile. Educators believed that children with “high
functioning autism” could choose the language they wanted to
speak, but that for most autistic children bilingualism “is not
helpful,” with potential confusion emerging as a major concern.
Additionally, educators reported difficulty in effectively assessing
and identifying the needs of autistic bilingual pupils. In special
education, data regarding teachers’ attitudes to bilingualism for
autistic pupils is scarce, but no evidence suggests pupils with
limited expressive language would not be able to understand
words from different languages.

While some autistic bilinguals report learning their second
language at school (Digard et al., 2020), autistic students can
encounter barriers to modern language learning in mainstream
education. There is a dearth of research addressing best practices
for additional language learning for neurodivergent students,
but evidence suggests that autistic pupils are often advised
not to study modern foreign languages (Essex and MacAskill,

2020), which can penalise them by limiting their education,
employment, and leisure opportunities (Nolte et al., 2021). This
practice stems from a misunderstanding of autistic people’s
abilities, and a lack of understanding of autism.Without adequate
training, educators find themselves unnecessarily adapting
practises in an attempt to support autistic students, which could
lead to unintentional exclusion.

Educational Solutions
Monolingual educators, particularly those in monolingual
environments, may underestimate the link between bilingualism,
identity and inclusion, and a greater linguistic and cultural
diversity amongst educators could help them better understand
the experiences and needs of their autistic bilingual pupils
(Yu and Hsia, 2019). Additionally, including dedicated training
would help address some of the misconceptions expressed by
educators (Iadarola et al., 2015; Howard et al., 2021) who often
have limited experience with autistic bilingual pupils.

It is necessary to provide educators with information to make
informed recommendations. The current strategy–focusing on
the child’s language abilities and autism profile–does not
acknowledge the child’s receptive language skills. Teachers who
have supported autistic bilingual pupils over several years report
that while children may experience early language difficulties,
they often progress to fluency. Therefore, while a pupil’s skills
and profile should be considered, decisions should be made in
a way that allows the child to develop as bilingual if they wish
to do so. As assessing the needs and progress of these pupils
can be challenging, developing suitable tools should become a
priority area in education, which will also benefit non-autistic
bilingual children.

Evidence regarding best practices to support autistic learners
of modern languages in the classroom is lacking, and there
is an undeniable need for more research in this area.
However, there are anecdotal accounts of successful programs
introducing foreign languages into classrooms with autistic
students (Lumsden and Ruchill Autism Unit, 2009). However,
there is a need for more specialised autism training for modern
languages teachers, focusing on the best methods to prioritise
autistic students’ skills, while considering the areas of challenge
(Wire, 2005).

CONCLUSION

In this commentary, we identified the most pertinent barriers
to participation for autistic bilingual children and young people.
Many of these barriers have roots reaching further than the remits
of clinical and educational settings, and stem from governmental
policies failing autistic people. Public bodies lack awareness
regarding the reality and diversity of the autistic population,
and consequently, they fail to provide much-needed financial
support for educators and clinicians. It is clear that additional
resources are necessary to provide training opportunities that
ensure optimal support for autistic bilingual people.

Impactful solutions in familial, clinical, and educational
settings must be sponsored by local and national institutions
through adapted policies. Providing appropriate educational and
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clinical support to autistic bilinguals requires practitioners to
have access to updated and accessible information and training,
and the financial support to develop research and support for
educators and clinicians. Additionally, autistic bilinguals would
greatly benefit from working with practitioners who can share
their linguistic and neurodiverse experiences. Future policies
should encourage and support bilingual and autistic bilingual
students, particularly those from socially isolated communities
who wish to enter educational or clinical careers, allowing
them to utilise their own experiences. In summary, dedicated
policies will be key to build a systemic change that will ensure
autistic people can enjoy the same access to languages as their
neurotypical peers.

Implementing such changes will be pivotal in ensuring access
to language learning, which should be a fundamental human
right for all children, and this will ensure that children who
have the opportunity for dual language learning will benefit from
equality of opportunity. This may include a richer and more
inclusive cultural and social environment which in turn, could
mean that children face fewer environmental barriers, allowing
for greater individual autonomy and equal access to participation
in society.
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