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Abstract

A growing body of evidence suggests that bilingual exposure does not negatively impact children on the autism spectrum.
This study sought to illuminate parents’ perceptions and choices regarding maintaining bilingualism in autism. Semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted with 16 family members in England and Wales. Data were analysed using interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA). Although parents expressed positive attitudes towards bilingualism, these views were not
always congruent with their language practices. Instead, several factors influenced decisions about language maintenance in
autism, including the severity of the child’s autism, advice received, and the importance of English as the dominant societal
language. This article calls for greater support for families in making language decisions that are suitable for the individual

child and their family.
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Background

Common misconceptions about bilingualism can compli-
cate families’ decisions about whether to speak one or more
language(s) to their children. Such decisions are made more
complex when a child is diagnosed with a developmental
disorder. The notions that only typically-developing chil-
dren can be bilingual or that bilingualism somehow causes
developmental disorders are deeply misleading (Baker 2011;
Genesee et al. 2004). In fact, there is a growing body of evi-
dence suggesting that multilingual exposure does not have a
negative impact on children with developmental disorders,
and could potentially have positive effects for their social
and linguistic development (Dai et al. 2018; Drysdale et al.
2015; Uljarevi€ et al. 2016).

Autism Spectrum Disorder is a developmental condition
characterised by ‘persistent deficits in social communication
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and social interaction across multiple contexts’ and
‘restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour’ (APA 2013).
Communication and language difficulties often consist of
challenges in pragmatics (Naigles and Chin 2015), echola-
lia or delayed speech (Baron-Cohen 2008), and, in around
25% of cases, no verbalisation (Tager-Flusberg et al. 2005).
Investigating a range of stakeholders’ perspectives on the
terminology used to describe autism, Kenny et al. (2016)
found that ‘on the autism spectrum’ was widely accepted
and this term will therefore be used in the current study.'
In the UK, autism affects over 700,000 people and their
families (McCall 2017), while prevalence estimates sug-
gest that approximately 1.5% of 5-9 year-olds may have an
autism spectrum condition (Baron-Cohen et al. 2009). With
a rising number of bilingual children in UK schools, the
interaction between autism and bilingualism is an increas-
ingly common experience. Rather than using the term ‘Eng-
lish as an additional language’, which is most frequently
used in educational settings in England, we refer to children

! In Kenny et al.’s study, the terms ‘on the autism spectrum’ and
‘autistic’ were preferred by the autistic community while profession-
als were much more reluctant to use the term ‘autistic’, and preferred
‘person with autism’. However, as their study reports the views of
adults, it may be injudicious to assume the terminological prefer-
ences of children with an autism diagnosis without consulting them.
As such the current study adopts the term ‘on the autism spectrum’,
rather than ‘autistic’ or ‘with autism’.
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in this study as ‘bilingual’, that is, as those who ‘need and
use two or more languages (or dialects) in their everyday
lives’ (Grosjean 2010, p. 4). Our reasons for this termino-
logical preference are threefold: our sample includes native
English speakers in Wales who are educated through the
medium of Welsh (who would not be classified as EAL);
many of the children were simultaneous bilinguals and there-
fore English was not an ‘additional’ language for them; and
the literature on autism and bilingualism routinely adopts the
terms ‘bilingual’ and ‘multilingual’. We distinguish between
‘bilingual’ for descriptions of individuals’ linguistic profiles
and ‘multilingual’ to describe the interaction of multiple
languages within socio-geographic spaces (Wei 2014), e.g.
multilingual families, environments or approaches.

Autism and Bilingualism

An emerging body of research documents the interaction
between autism and bilingualism, focusing primarily on the
decisions that multilingual families make about language
use if their child is diagnosed with autism. These studies
consistently find that parents are advised to adopt a mono-
lingual approach (Hampton et al. 2017; Yu 2013). This is
contrary to the growing evidence that children on the autism
spectrum have the capacity to learn or maintain a second
language (Peterson et al. 2012; Valicenti-McDermott et al.
2013). Indeed, no research to date suggests that bilingual
maintenance is detrimental to the social, cognitive and lin-
guistic development of children on the autism spectrum
(Drysdale et al. 2015; Uljarevi¢ et al. 2016). Instead, studies
have found that bilingual children on the autism spectrum
perform similarly to their monolingual counterparts with
regards to expressive and receptive vocabulary and language
(Dai et al. 2018; Hambly and Fombonne 2012), pragmatic
abilities (Reetzke et al. 2015) and cognitive functioning
(Valicenti-McDermott et al. 2013).

Parental Language Choices

Parents of bilingual children on the autism spectrum are
faced not only with the challenge of language choices,
but also with differing advice from practitioners about the
impact of language selection on a child’s development.
Existing studies found that parents are often discouraged
by practitioners (both educational and health professionals)
to maintain their heritage language (Baker 2013; Yu 2009,
2016). This advice to adopt a single-language approach may
be given to parents with the aim of mitigating potential lan-
guage delays (Bird et al. 2016b; Ijalba 2016; Jegatheesan
2011).

Nevertheless, the recommendation to adopt a monolin-
gual approach is ‘highly problematic’ (Yu 2013, p. 11). Sug-
gesting monolingualism can, in many cases, ‘isolate children
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from social and cultural activity in the community’ (Baker
2011, p. 345), and restrict their social interaction with family
members (Bird et al. 2016b). Further, asking parents to use
their non-native language may be unhelpful if they lack flu-
ency and are inadvertently modelling its use in an incorrect
manner (Drysdale et al. 2015). Yu argues that it is unrealistic
to expect parents to reduce, or worse still abandon, the use
of their own native language, suggesting that such advice is
not only untenable, but ‘at odds with their ways of life’ (Yu
2016, p. 425).

Despite the frequent advice to provide a monolingual
environment, parents often consider bilingualism to be a
valuable asset and are eager for their children to be exposed
to their heritage language as well as the dominant societal
language, which, in much of the existing research, is Eng-
lish. Certain studies outline the myriad benefits of bilingual
exposure for children on the autism spectrum. These include:
developing multicultural identities and the preservation of
heritage (Jegatheesan 2011; Yu 2013); participation in reli-
gious life (Jegatheesan 2011); enriched relationships with,
and access to, immediate and extended family members
(Bird et al. 2016b; Hampton et al. 2017; Yu 2013); and
cognitive skills related to attention (Gonzalez-Barrero and
Nadig 2019).

Recommendations

Existing studies provide recommendations to counter the
well-intentioned but misleading advice that ‘one language
is best’ (Lim et al. 2018; Paradis and Govindarajan 2018).
To ensure bilingualism is a viable possibility, children on the
autism spectrum may require more opportunities to hear and
use their home language, especially those who receive more
exposure to the dominant language (Paradis and Govin-
darajan 2018). Accordingly, providing speech and language
interventions in both languages may help to alleviate the
common risk of language attrition in the minority language
(Bird et al. 2016a). Considerations about cultural factors
must also come to the fore when practitioners are advising
multilingual parents, as certain communities may have con-
cerns about the stigmatization of an autism diagnosis (Fox
et al. 2017; Ijalba 2016).

Beauchamp and MacLeod (2017) and Lim et al. (2018)
call for more support for families wishing to raise their child
on the autism spectrum bilingually. Such support could
be possible through increased dialogue between families
and practitioners, with particular attention given to par-
ents’ existing language practices (Uljarevié et al. 2016).
Family-school partnerships are particularly important for
this group, because parents of bilingual children are often
under-represented in school structures (Arnot et al. 2014)
while parents of children on the autism spectrum report
that they are less satisfied with the quality and quantity of
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school communication than parents of typically-developing
children (Zablotsky et al. 2012). By understanding the per-
ceptions and choices of parents, and the challenges that
discourage them from choosing a multilingual approach,
researchers and practitioners will be better placed to pro-
vide evidence-based recommendations. This is particularly
important given that parental perceptions often inform their
decision-making processes [e.g. as has been found in the
domains of interventions (Hebert 2014), and family planning
(Selkirk et al. 2009)].

Context of the Current Study

The UK provides an interesting case study for the increas-
ingly common interaction between autism and bilingualism,
particularly given linguistic differences between its various
jurisdictions. The current study is concerned with paren-
tal perceptions and choices of maintaining bilingualism in
autism in two linguistically different settings: England and
Wales. In England, children with English as an Additional
language (EAL) represent more than one in five (21.2%)
primary school pupils (DfE 2018). Despite increasingly
multilingual classrooms in England, the education system
is almost entirely monolingual. The linguistic landscape
in Wales is very different. Fewer children speak EAL in
Wales than in England, although this number is rising to
around 7% of pupils (WG 2015). However, around a quarter
of school-aged children in Wales attend a Welsh-medium
school (WG 2018). Welsh-medium education is selected by
parents for cultural, educational and employment reasons
(Hodges 2011; O’Hanlon 2014). Under the auspices of the
Welsh Language Strategy, the Welsh Government are aiming
to reach one million Welsh speakers in Wales by 2050 (WG
2017). By taking this comparative approach between coun-
tries that are geographically close but linguistically different,
we aim to promote international and intercultural dialogue
within the growing field of bilingualism and autism.

Research Questions

The aim of the current study was to elucidate what Baker
describes as the ‘texture and nuance that exists in the lives
of all multilingual families of children with autism’ (2013,
p- 527). By drawing on the micro-perspective of individual
families’ language practices, and the macro-perspective of
the language contexts in which they live, the current study
was informed by the following research questions:

(1) What are parents’ perceptions about the value of bilin-
gualism when raising a child on the autism spectrum?

(2) To what extent do these perceptions influence their lan-
guage choices?

(3) What are the consequences of choosing a more mono-
lingual or multilingual approach?

(4) How do perceptions and language choices differ
between parents who are raising their children in a
country where the education system is predominantly
monolingual (England) and parents raising children
in a country where education promotes bilingualism
(Wales)?

Methods
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

In the current study, interpretative phenomenological analy-
sis was considered a useful methodological approach given
its commitment to understanding the lived experience of
participants (Smith et al. 2009) and its increasing use in
autism research (Howard et al. 2019). IPA is characterised
by a ‘double hermeneutic’ (Smith et al. 2009) whereby both
the researcher and the participant are seeking to interpret
the experiences described. However, we argue that in this
study a ‘triple hermeneutic’ may be at play in which the
researcher and participant are not only interpreting the par-
ticipant’s own experiences but are seeking to understand the
sense-making of their children with regard to their linguistic
identity and proficiency.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was sought and granted from the School
of the Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of
Cambridge before the study began (Case No: 17/136). Par-
ticipants were provided with an information sheet detailing
the aims and procedures of the research and informed con-
sent was obtained from all individual participants included
in the study. Audio recordings were safely stored in a pass-
word-protected file. All participants were given pseudonyms
to protect their anonymity.

Participants

Participants (n=16) were purposively recruited through
contact with schools in England and Wales and through
social media posts. Parents were included in the current
study if their child: (1) had been diagnosed with autism in
the UK, and (2) was exposed to more than one language
on a daily basis. The majority of participants (n=14) were
mothers of a bilingual child on the autism spectrum. One
bilingual father and one monolingual grandmother were also
interviewed together with the two respective mothers. One
bilingual mother (Dasia) had a son and a daughter on the
autism spectrum and spoke about her experiences parenting
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Table 1 Demographic information and interview details

Participant ~ Relation to child ~ Gender of child  Interview location  Interpreter used  Interview length ~ Country of = Multi- or
residence mono-
approach
Anna* Mother M School No 35.32 Wales Multi
Baheela Mother F School Yes 12.58 England Multi
Chandra Mother M School No 28.10 England Multi
Dasia Mother IM & IF Conference centre ~ No 23.13 England Mono
Davesh® Father M Home No 35.17 England Mono
Eleanora Mother M School No 26.59 England Multi
Hira Mother M Home No 35.17 England Mono
Julie Mother M Home No 26.28 Wales Multi
Katherine Mother M Home No 22.23 Wales Multi
Lena Mother M Home Yes 16.21 England Multi
Magdalena  Mother M Home No 27.43 England Mono
Mary Grandmother M School No 35.32 Wales Multi
Molly Mother M School No 30.50 Wales Mono
Nabani Mother M School No 42.37 England Mono
Roberta Mother M Home No 46.04 England Multi
Roshan Mother F Home No 18.53 England Mono

“Interviewed with Mary
®Interviewed with Hira

both children, who were adults aged 18 and 21 years-old at
the time of interview. All other participants’ children were
aged between 6 and 12 years-old at the time of interview. A
wide range of languages were spoken by participants and/
or their families; some parents were native English speak-
ers whose partner spoke a different language, while others
were either first- or second-generation migrants. To ensure
that participants are unidentifiable, the languages spoken by
participants or their children have not been linked to indi-
vidual participants. These languages were: Arabic, Bengali,
French, Gujarati, Hindi, Italian, Polish, Punjabi, Spanish,
Turkish, Urdu and Welsh.

Procedures

Semi-structured, phenomenological interviews were con-
ducted to draw out the experiences of parenting a bilingual
child on the autism spectrum. The first author conducted all
the interviews for the sake of continuity, drawing on pre-
vious experience and training in qualitative research and
professional experience of working with parents of children
with additional languages and additional learning needs.
Described by Gubrium, Holstein, and Marvasti as ‘a virtual
window on experience’ (Gubrium et al. 2012, p. 30), semi-
structured interviews are an appropriate research instrument
for phenomenologists because they provide descriptions of
participants’ daily lives, and generate detailed informa-
tion about their interpretations and perceptions of such
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experiences. An interview schedule with open-ended ques-
tions about parents’ experiences of raising a child on the
autism spectrum and making decisions about language use
was devised, reviewed and piloted for feasibilty. Participants
were given an outline of the discussion topics prior to the
interview. Most participants were willing to be interviewed
in English, however two participants opted to have an inter-
preter present as they felt more comfortable expressing their
views in their native language. Interviews lasted between
13 and 46 min (average =28 min) and took place in par-
ticipants’ homes (n=7), their children’s schools (n=6) or
another location of their choice (n=1). Demographic infor-
mation and interview details are provided in Table 1.

Data Analysis

Each interview was transcribed verbatim within 3 h of the
interview to ensure that the memory of the interaction was
fresh and detailed notes were taken with first impressions,
contextual factors and key themes (Magnusson and Marecek
2015). Given the focus on content over particular linguis-
tic features, a denaturalised approach to transcription was
adopted whereby the meanings of speech took precedence
over form (Oliver et al. 2005). Following transcription,
interview data were analysed by the first author, who had
undergone training on using interpretative phenomenologi-
cal analysis. Analyses followed the IPA guidelines provided
by Smith et al. (2009). The first transcript was read and
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re-read with descriptive comments made in the left mar-
gin and emergent themes noted in the right margin. The
same process was conducted for each transcript and a list of
superordinate themes and subthemes was compiled along
with their corresponding verbatim quotations. Themes were
reviewed and discussed between all authors until a consen-
sus was reached.

Rigour

Issues surrounding the validity of qualitative studies with
interviews include the trustworthiness of participants’
reports and the quality and depth of the interviewing (Kvale
1995) along with a ‘sensitivity to context’ (Yardley 2000).
As such, a number of strategies were employed to increase
methodological rigour in this study. First, the first author
carried out all the interviews for the sake of continuity. Data
were transcribed directly after each interview for the sake
of accuracy, and detailed field notes taken to ensure a thor-
ough coverage of the participants’ experiences. Following
the analysis of each transcript, participants were contacted
and provided with a summary of themes. This process of
member-checking enabled participants to verify the interpre-
tations of the data and gave them an opportunity to clarify
any ambiguities or misrepresentations (Lincoln and Guba
1985). The interpretation of interview data and the list of
superordinate themes were compiled in collaboration with
the research team and were reviewed by an independent
researcher to increase the confirmability of the findings.

Results

Eight families indicated that they had opted for a more mul-
tilingual approach to raising their child on the autism spec-
trum, while six families reported opting for a more monolin-
gual approach (i.e. using mainly English). Three out of the
four families interviewed in Wales opted to maintain Welsh,
while five out of ten families in England opted to maintain
the home language. Three broad themes were extracted from
the data, which are presented in Table 2, along with their
sub-themes. The superordinate themes were: (a) parental
perceptions about the value of bilingualism, (b) factors influ-
encing language decisions, (c) consequences of language
choices.

Each of these three superordinate themes and their con-
comitant sub-themes will be considered from the perspec-
tives of families in two distinct groups outlined in Table 3:
parents who opted for a more multilingual approach (group
1) and those who chose a more monolingual approach
(group 2).

Table 2 Themes

Superordinate theme Sub-theme

A. Parental perceptions about the
value of bilingualism

(1) Impact on communication
(2) Cultural value

(3) Impact on cognition

(1) Family

(2) Advice received

(3) Feasibility of bilingualism
(4) Practical considerations
(5) The role of English

C. Consequences of language choices (1) Changes over time

(2) Family well-being

(3) Education

B. Factors influencing language
decisions

THEME A: Parental Perceptions About the Value
of Bilingualism

Parents reached a consensus that bilingualism was valuable
for typically-developing children, however their perceptions
diverged when it came to the value of bilingualism for chil-
dren on the autism spectrum.

Impact on communication

Parents from group 1 commented on the potential communi-
cative advantages of bilingualism for children on the autism
spectrum. When referring to her son’s dual language use,
Julie suggested that:

It’s made him have to gauge somebody else’s prefer-
ences before he opens his mouth, he’s making those
judgements; “do I speak to them in English or Welsh?”
So that’s really important, especially when you know,
this sort of stereotype of information about autism.

Similarly, Eleanora gave a practical example of how
her son distinguishes between languages according to the
interlocutor:

He would know to speak English at nursery but he
would know that my mother-in-law only speaks Italian,
so he would use the language in context, connected to
what person he was speaking to.

Magdalena, who opted for a more monolingual approach,
also notes a social advantage of bilingualism for her son,
namely that having Spanish as well as English offers him
another means of communication, and therefore increases
his opportunities for social interaction.

Cultural Value
Regardless of their ultimate language choices, both groups

noted how bilingualism is an intrinsic part of their child’s
cultural identity. While Molly commented that she wants

@ Springer



184

Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders (2021) 51:179-192

Table 3 Groups

Language choice

Number of families

Group 1
Group 2

Adopted a (more) multilingual approach
Adopted a (more) monolingual approach

8 (5 in England, 3 in Wales)
6 (5 in England, 1 in Wales)

her children ‘to be proud of where they’re from’, Baheela’s
repetition of ‘our own language’ stressed her sense of owner-
ship of, and identification with, Punjabi:

We mostly use our own language, not the English, we
tend to speak Punjabi, our own language.

Nabani raises the potential tension faced by multilingual
families with children on the autism spectrum, namely how
to maintain their child’s cultural heritage while supporting
their linguistic and communicative development (often in
the dominant language):

We don’t want to lose their culture. That is kind of
like the conflict there. I don’t want him to just speak
English because I want him to explore other languages
where his roots are and when we do go back to our
country I want him to be able to speak in our language
as well, where he can communicate confidently.

Impact on Cognition

With regard to advantages specific to autism, four parents
suggested that being bilingual may offer benefits for their
child’s cognition. Roberta described each language as a
‘whole universe’ and suggested that code-switching may
increase her child’s cognitive flexibility:

One of the issues with autistic kids is, you know, that
they can find it difficult to be flexible in situations, so
the fact that he has to switch codes, so with the codes
comes a whole universe almost, I think that actually is
a good way of practising, you know, flexibility.

In a similar vein, Eleanora highlighted the fact that she
had read that bilingual children tended to show advantages
in isolating noise and thus hypothesised:

I don’t know whether autistic children need encourage-
ment in that but...I think it might help him later on...
like in a big, noisy secondary school, that might help
him with isolating, blocking out the noise.

Anna suggested that the increased challenge of switching
between languages may encourage her son Dean to ‘keep his
mind busy’ and avoid distraction. Only Katherine discussed
the possible protective effect of bilingualism on autism, but
did not suggest that her decision to raise her son bilingually
was based on such a connection.
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I think it’s an interesting concept that somebody who
is bilingual and has autism, there may be benefits for
the autism, in terms of the cognitive flexibility and
that kind of thing, but I don’t know whether... that
would just be my hunch.

However, some parents expressed apprehension that
their children were becoming confused by the presence
of two languages:

We thought it’s confusing, he’s getting confused.
Which one to pick up. And obviously he stopped
and he’s not like other neurotypical children that we
see, so better to focus on one. (Hira).

Sometimes he can kind of get mixed up as well,
because there’s so much learning in his mind. (Nab-
ani).

Dasia, who at the time of the interview had a grown-up
son and daughter, both on the autism spectrum, expressed
regrets about raising her children monolingually, but nev-
ertheless commented that her son may have found two
languages difficult:

It’s hard to know because there still would have been
limitations because of his autism, I don’t know how
far he would have gone because of the abstract side
of languages, let’s say, the grammar.

Similarly, Magdalena reflected on her own experiences
as a language learner and concluded that her son could
become distressed when surrounded by the Spanish lan-
guage, which she describes as an ‘overloading’ experience:

You’re thinking “oh what are they talking about?”
and that makes him spiral, you can see he is then
overloading because he’s concentrating so much.

THEME B: Factors Influencing Language Decisions

Language choices were complex for all families in this
study. Rather than basing their decisions about language
maintenance on their perceptions about bilingualism
alone, parents discussed several other key factors in their
decision-making, namely: communication with family,
advice received, the impact of their child’s autistic presen-
tation on their language development, and the importance
of English.
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Communication with Family

Being able to communicate with family members emerged
as the most significant factor for parents choosing to raise
their children bilingually. Baheela and Lena comment
that bilingualism is a pre-requisite for relationships with
extended family members:

When she grows up she’ll be able to speak it and com-
municate with our parents. (Baheela).

All family is in Poland, you know. He’s going on holi-
day and he’s going to speak Polish. (Lena).

Two parents who had opted for a more monolingual
approach also conceded that bilingualism would aid com-
munication with family outside the UK. Nabani comments
that her son ‘would speak Gujarati because all my in-laws
are back in Punjab, so when we actually go and visit them
he does understand them’. This raises the important distinc-
tion between expressive and receptive language for children
on the autism spectrum; Nabani had decided that her child
understanding the language was perhaps more realistic than
him speaking it. For William, Magdalena’s son, speaking
Spanish is vital for his relationship with his father, who lives
in a Spanish-speaking country. She reports, ‘he has to see
his Pap4, so it’ll make his life a hell of a lot easier if he can
communicate 100%’.

Parents from both groups often based their language
choices on what was natural for their family as a whole:

It’s not really based on a theory even though there are
theories to say that’s what you should do, it’s just what
comes naturally. (Roberta).

But with my children—I never noticed actually—but
they understand Hindi and they can speak Hindi, so
it’s mostly Hindi because it comes naturally to us at
home. (Chandra).

For some families, making a distinct choice between
monolingualism and bilingualism was not necessary as their
children were diagnosed at age 5 or older and were already
bilingual. Nevertheless, Eleanora expressed frustration at
the advice she received to speak more English in the home,
and provides an important insight into how autism may be
missed if practitioners suspect that language delays or lim-
ited social interaction are the result of bilingual exposure:

He was in a nursery before and all they were saying
was “Oh he just sits by himself and doesn’t talk to any-
one, you should speak more English to him at home”.
And we were like, “we do. He watches TV in English
all the time, our friends don’t speak Italian, he speaks
English with them. He’s just not talking to you™.

Parents’ own English proficiency also played a role in
language decisions. While the two mothers interviewed with

an interpreter were both able to speak some English, it was
much easier for them to communicate with their child in
their own language, which no doubt played a central role in
their language choices.

Advice Received

Another key factor in parents’ decision-making was the
advice received from practitioners and other family mem-
bers about bilingualism. Four families (all from group 2)
were advised by professionals around the time of diagnosis
that one language may be more appropriate for their child:

We were advised to stick to one language because
sometimes it can be very confusing jumping from one
language to another, and just to keep that consistency
as well. (Nabani).

Unfortunately, also we were told at the time when he
was diagnosed with autism that it would be best if I
spoke one language. (Dasia).

While Nabani intimates that she agrees with the advice,
Dasia’s use of ‘unfortunately’ suggests that in hindsight she
believes this to be unhelpful advice. Roberta, who chose to
raise her son bilingually, said there were family members
who were concerned ‘that it would be very confusing if I
spoke Italian to the kid and would he be able to speak Eng-
lish?’. Seven families (five from group 1, two from group
2) were given no advice about whether bilingualism would
be possible for their child when they were diagnosed with
autism, while two parents were advised by practitioners to
continue raising their child bilingually. Eleanora describes
this process: ‘we did ask the health visitor when he was
little and he just said, “No speak both languages and he’ll
be fine”, and that’s what we did and his first words were a
mixture, some in English, some in Italian’.

Feasibility of Bilingualism

Many parents from both groups suggested that their lan-
guage decisions were based on how feasible bilingualism
was for their child. First, parents from group 1 discussed the
possibility of their child maintaining both languages. Anna,
Katherine and Eleanora commented that children who are
deemed to have ‘high-functioning’ autism would be better
placed to manage two languages:

If they were like the same ability as Dean, obviously
he’s high functioning, I think it’s good for him because
his brain is so busy anyway that he can absorb every-
thing. (Anna).

If they had a child like Jamie who was high function-
ing I would definitely push for it, if the child was non-
verbal then it’s tricky isn’t it? (Katherine).
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Of course it depends on the type of autism, if it’s
high-functioning, that doesn’t sort of come into any
of the difficulty. (Eleanora).

Further, Katherine suggested that it is the child’s ability
to communicate their basic needs that should ultimately
determine whether bilingualism is a possibility:

We’ve been fortunate that for Jamie being bilingual
hasn’t had an impact on his ability to communicate
his basic needs whereas if he was having difficulties
communicating his basic needs then probably we
would have gone with just one language.

Conversely, some parents felt that the severity of their
own child’s autistic symptoms—that is the extent of their
communicative difficulties—rendered bilingualism unfea-
sible. After seeing her son distressed by her code-switch-
ing, Hira opted for a monolingual approach:

Slowly I started working with him at mix-matching
and he used to cry and then I said, “it’s fine” and I
used to let him cry. “OK, you’re crying, it’s fine”
....and we decided just one language.

Others from group 2 recognised that bilingualism was
tenable for some children on the autism spectrum, even if
it was not suitable for their own child.

My situation would be that... it’s hard for him. You
know and I personally would say don’t push it, but
then another kid might be totally different, cos it’s
such a spectrum, isn’t it. (Molly).

It’s the severity of the spectrum, where you are on
the spectrum, how it affects the language. (Magda-
lena).

The Role of English

In certain cases, parents felt that bilingualism was not an
achievable goal, concluding that priority should be given to
the child’s acquisition of spoken and written English. Dav-
esh, for instance, believed that English should remain the
priority for his son. He viewed other languages, including
his own native language, as optional:

For me, I prefer him to master English properly in
terms of understanding.[...] Basically, because that’s
gonna be his primary language for communication.
Beyond that, if he wants to learn, I mean I think it’s
optional, I think we’d like him to learn Bengali and
Arabic.

Similarly, Molly highlighted the importance of English
for her son, which was central to her decision to move him
from a Welsh-medium school to an English-medium setting:
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I feel that if he doesn’t have the English sooner rather
than later I might have disadvantaged him.

By contrast, most of the parents in Wales, who were pre-
dominantly English-speakers with Welsh-speaking partners,
expressed a desire to have been brought up bilingually them-
selves. This positive view of bilingualism, which was more
foregrounded in the experiences of families in Wales than
those in England, may have been an important factor in mak-
ing language choices.

THEME C: Consequences of Language Choices
Changes Over Time

While group 1 opted for a more multilingual approach and
group 2 a more monolingual one, it is important to note that
these are not dichotomous positions and language practices
are, by nature, flexible and in a constant state of flux. As
such, discussion of the consequences of parental language
choices must be prefaced by the fact that the children in this
sample were different ages and this data represents only one
point in time; their exposure to different languages inevi-
tably change over time. While Dasia was reflecting back
on her children’s development in retrospect, for most of the
families, issues of language choices were very much ongo-
ing. This idea of language exposure fluctuating over time is
exemplified by Mary’s comment to Anna:

You went through a stage where you thought “right,
OK, it’s gonna be better if he just learns one language
that we can teach him at home, you know, we can do
everything”. But it seems to be working itself out now.

This notion of it ‘working itself out” was a common
thread among parents who opted for a more multilingual
approach to raising their child; no parent claimed that it was
an easy option, but as the findings of this study demonstrate,
many believed their children were now reaping the benefits
of being raised bilingually.

Similarly, some families with younger children who had
initially opted for a more monolingual approach did not
view their decision as fixed. Hira discussed the possibility
of introducing Bengali to her son later on, saying ‘when it
[English] is built up maybe we can introduce some other
things’. Molly commented that although her son would move
to an English-medium school from a Welsh-medium one,
he would still have some exposure to Welsh. For parents of
children with atypical cognitive development, making firm
decisions about language maintenance is even more prob-
lematic as their developmental trajectories may be more var-
iable or unpredictable than their typically-developing peers.
However, one family who had opted for a more multilingual
approach discussed their initial concerns.
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Family Well-Being

Roberta discussed the importance of parental well-being and
identity when raising a child on the spectrum, advising:

Absolutely speak to your child in your own language.
No question about it. Because you know it can only
do good, there is no way it can be bad for the kid. And
certainly good for you the parent. Because in every-
thing, you know, I don’t like to be this martyr to my
child’s autism. So it’s like, obviously I would do any-
thing but you know let’s not lose myself.

This notion of ‘let’s not lose myself’ underscores the
emotional impact of language maintenance in autism not
only on children but on parents too. Home languages can
play a crucial role in the emotional bond between parent and
child, which means that language choices may have signifi-
cant implications for familial well-being. Other parents from
group 2 expressed a sense of guilt or frustration for having
opted for a more monolingual approach.

When he goes to see his dad, that inability to be able to
express himself must be... it fills his bucket, because
he can’t release. He can’t get his frustrations out. So
yeah, that’s my fault really, but... it’s life. (Magda-
lena).

I think had he been given the opportunity to learn the
language properly, you know, taking into considera-
tion his autism, I think he would have learned another
language. (Dasia).

Magdalena’s use of ‘that’s my fault really’ demonstrates
how problematic the choice between monolingualism and
bilingualism can be, and the weight of responsibility felt
by parents. She went on to justify her decision, suggesting:

I thought he needed to catch up... he was so behind...
with the English vocabulary-wise, so we just did some
English for a good 2 years, and now... you get stuck in
arut don’t you. (Magdalena).

Again, the use of ‘you get stuck in a rut’ represents the
feeling expressed by many parents that the demands of daily
life can overshadow language choices, particularly given that
parenting a child on the autism spectrum can be more stress-
ful than parenting typically-developing children or children
with other developmental conditions (Estes et al. 2013). This
sense of culpability persists in Dasia’s account too:

She always makes me feel guilty for not having spoken
to her in Arabic. Because she’s very interested in the
culture. (Dasia).

In this case, Dasia chose to raise her children monolin-
gually due to the severity of her son’s symptoms. However,
this option clearly had implications for the linguistic and

cultural identity of her daughter, who was diagnosed with
autism at the age of eleven and was more verbal than her
brother. The consequences of language choices on the wider
family, particularly siblings, is also considered by Roshan,
who talks about her non-autistic son:

He completely missed out learning it [Turkish]. They
have a one-and-a-half-year difference and he was
learning fine so everybody forgot about teaching him
any language. He sort of picked up here and there Eng-
lish by himself. He completely missed out because we
were focused so much on Zehra. (Roshan).

Roshan continued by describing possible judgement by
the wider family that her son did not speak Turkish:

So going to Turkey everyone thinks it’s really weird
that he doesn’t... they think we did it on purpose not
teaching him Turkish.

Education

Parents in Wales had to choose between sending their child
to an English-medium or a Welsh-medium school, which
had significant consequences for the child’s bilingual devel-
opment. Molly, for example, was in the process of moving
her son to an English-medium school because he was not
learning Welsh at the same pace as his peers and therefore
could not be assessed in Welsh:

You can’t assess him if he’s not speaking the Welsh
and I don’t want to disadvantage him.[...] I just need
him to move and I'll feel more comfortable I think,
and it is literally just because of the language barrier.

Anna, whose son was 3 years older than Molly’s, consid-
ered the same option for her son but decided it may be too
disruptive to change his social setting.

I thought maybe I’1l give him a better chance if he’s in
an English school, but then I thought about the social
side of it and he wouldn’t have coped with that at all,
because all his peers know him and are used to him.

Julie and Katherine both discussed a major challenge for
bilingual Welsh-English parents with children with special
educational needs; namely, that the lack of Welsh-medium
specialist schools means that choosing to raise a child bilin-
gually is not an option in many cases.

We really want him to be educated through the medium
of Welsh because we want him to be bilingual and we
want him to have all those advantages of being bilin-
gual. But finding a specialist school that will be able
to do that is unlikely [...].

I think the only thing that is going to be difficult for
us, on-going, is whether he is going to be able to stay
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in a Welsh-speaking school, so in that sense there is
not enough Welsh-medium provision for children with
additional needs like Jamie. (Katherine).

When we were making that decision about whether to
stay in Welsh-medium mainstream or move to special-
ist education, where it’s such a small pool anyway in
specialist education, we weren’t going to find a Welsh-
medium specialist school. (Julie).

Only one parent in England mentioned language use at
school, which indicates a lack of opportunities for children
to use their home language at school: ‘most of the time,
even the Polish students speak English amongst each other’
(Lena). Lena’s comments reflect Liu and Evan’s findings
(2016) that bilingual students tend to prefer to communicate
in the dominant language of the school setting, in this case
English, and have less positive associations with their home
language when at school.

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to understand parents’ per-
ceptions about language maintenance in autism and the fac-
tors shaping their language choices. This study also sought
to shed light on the consequences of these language deci-
sions and draw out commonalities and differences between
experiences in England and Wales.

Perceptions About Bilingualism

As is typical in small-scale IPA research, parents in this
study represented a microcosm of diverse experiences of
parenting a child on the autism spectrum in a multilingual
environment. Eight families opted for a more multilingual
approach, while six chose a more monolingual approach.
Despite wide variation in the linguistic and social contexts of
the participating families, all parents in this study expressed
highly positive attitudes towards bilingualism, unlike the
mothers consulted in Yu (2009). Parents reported certain
benefits of bilingualism specific to autism, most notably
enhanced cognitive flexibility and increased social aware-
ness, a result of having to distinguish the linguistic profile
of the interlocutor. Participants also highlighted the cul-
tural pertinence of bilingualism for their child, and many
felt strongly that speaking the home language was akin to
inheriting a cultural identity. However, in keeping with exist-
ing research (Hampton et al. 2017; Ijalba 2016; Yu 2016),
concerns about confusion, consistency and ‘overloading the
brain’ were cited by families from group 2, who had opted
for a more monolingual approach.
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Making Language Decisions

The findings of this study demonstrate the complexity of
the decision-making process when bilingualism meets
autism. Despite their positive attitudes towards bilingual-
ism, parents’ beliefs about the benefits of maintaining
bilingualism were sometimes incongruent with the reali-
ties of their language practices. Indeed, six of the fourteen
families opted for a more monolingual approach to raising
their child. Parental perceptions of bilingualism may not
therefore be the decisive factor in making decisions about
how many and which languages to use. Instead, the parents
opting for a more monolingual approach reported that the
following factors influenced their decision: communication
with extended family; advice received from practitioners;
the severity of their child’s autism; and the importance of
developing English proficiency. There was a sense in which
parents restricted the home language as a means of seeking
to promote the child’s development of English, which would
best facilitate their ability to communicate.

For families who had decided to maintain bilingualism,
the most commonly cited factor was that exposure to the
home language would allow children to enjoy relationships
with extended family members in a way that monolingualism
would not. This finding is consistent with existing research
in this area (Hampton et al. 2017; Paradis and Govindarajan
2018; Pefia 2016) and suggests that the advice to speak just
one language to children from multilingual families may
have detrimental effects on their social relationships; this
could be particularly problematic given the social challenges
that some individuals on the autism spectrum experience.
Other factors parents reported in favour of maintaining bilin-
gualism in autism included the fact that their child could
feasibly cope with more than one language and practical
concerns, such as parents’ own language proficiency. Taken
together with the reports from families in group 2 about
the challenges of bilingualism, these findings add credence
to the recommendation that language choices and practices
should be made on a case-by-case basis (Bird et al. 2016b).

Consequences of Language Choices

With regard to the consequences of parents’ language
choices, some parents reported a sense of guilt about their
child’s difficulties communicating with extended family
members. Others reported regret that their non-autistic
child or children had also missed out on becoming bilingual
because of their languages choices. In this sense, careful
consideration should be given to the emotional well-being
of the wider family unit. For example, of those parents who
had selected a more multilingual approach, some noted how
speaking two languages was the most natural choice for the
whole family and enabled the parent to connect emotionally
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with their children in their own native language. In this vein,
many parents believed that bilingualism was not only a pos-
sibility for their child, but a conduit for their emotional,
social and cultural identities (Jegatheesan 2011; Yu 2013).
Mary’s reflection that her grandson’s ability to develop two
languages seemed precarious at first but ‘seems to be work-
ing itself out now’ showcases the importance of allowing
sufficient time for the child to develop as a bilingual.

In Wales, positive attitudes towards Welsh-Medium edu-
cation were expressed in line with findings from Hodges
(2011) and O’Hanlon (2014). However, the consequences
of selecting a mainstream or specialist autism school were
significant in terms of both the child’s bilingual develop-
ment and their sense of cultural identity. The conspicuous
absence of Welsh-medium specialist provision left some
parents in Wales with the dilemma of choosing between
English-medium specialist education (and a potential loss of
Welsh proficiency) or Welsh-medium mainstream education
(without sufficient specialist support). Despite the growing
promotion of bilingualism in Wales, Welsh-medium provi-
sion for children with additional learning needs is evidently
insufficient (Roberts 2017, p. 15).

Experiences in England and Wales

By drawing on two linguistically different contexts, this
study highlighted how different types of bilingualism (i.e.
societal vs. individual) may affect parents’ perceptions and
choices regarding language maintenance in autism. In Wales,
bilingualism is more integrated into the educational system
than in England, which may to some extent be reflected in
our finding that proportionately more families in Wales
opted for a bilingual approach than those in England. Conso-
nant with Hodges’ findings (2011), by sending their children
to Welsh-medium schools parents in Wales demonstrated
their high regard for bilingualism, despite being mostly
monolingual themselves.

Parents in England, by contrast, who were all bilingual,
were more hesitant about the possibility of bilingualism for
their child. For most of the parents in England, English was
their second or third language, so they may have considered
proficiency in English to be a high priority for their children.
Although it would be ill-advised to make generalisations
about such a small sample, it is possible that families’ wider
linguistic setting has some influence on their perceptions
about language maintenance. Another important difference
between the two settings was that, unlike in England, no
family in Wales received advice about bilingualism; given
the growing bilingualism in Wales, more support needs to be
available so that parents can make research-informed deci-
sions not only about the language used in the home, but also
the type of education their child receives.

Conclusions
Strengths and Limitations

This study offered unique insights into perceptions, fac-
tors and consequences that relate to maintaining bilingual-
ism in autism. The broad range of language backgrounds
of the children and their families in this study usefully
reflects the diverse linguistic make-up of the UK. To our
knowledge, this was the first study of its kind to consider
the interaction of autism and bilingualism in Wales. Cru-
cially, our findings that no parents in Wales were advised
about language maintenance despite its bilingual education
system and that parents in Wales faced a difficult choice
between school type (mainstream or specialist) and lan-
guage of instruction (English or Welsh) have important
implications for policy makers in Wales.

The use of interpretative phenomenological analysis as
a methodological framework in this study helped to illu-
minate the ‘insider perspectives’ (Reid et al. 2005) of all
participants, giving voice to a variety of experiences and
providing in-depth insight into the unique challenges they
faced. By giving participants the choice of interview loca-
tion, access to interpretation and an opportunity to expand
on and clarify their comments through member-checking,
their authentic voices could emerge.

More information about the children’s language profi-
ciency and exposure—acquired through a language back-
ground questionnaire—may have enriched the contextual
understanding of our analyses in this study. Additionally,
gathering detailed information about parents’ own lan-
guage backgrounds as well as other demographic infor-
mation such as age, country of birth and education may
have provided more significant trends between groups
regarding perceptions about bilingualism and would ben-
efit future research. A further limitation of this study was
the over-representation of mothers; understanding fathers’
perceptions of maintaining bilingualism in autism may
have yielded different results and requires further exami-
nation, particularly as this group are so under-represented
in autism research (Martins et al. 2013). Finally, given
changes in language practices and attitudes over time,
a longitudinal design may have provided more accurate
results regarding the consequences of language decisions
in autism, and should be explored in future research.

Implications
As this study has demonstrated, parents’ perceptions about

the value of bilingualism are only one factor of many when
deciding whether to maintain bilingualism with their child
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on the autism spectrum. The findings suggest, however,
that adopting a more multilingual approach may positively
impact upon children’s communication with both immedi-
ate and extended family and increase parental well-being.
By contrast, a more monolingual approach may engender
negative consequences for wider family life such as paren-
tal guilt or the prevention of siblings’ bilingual develop-
ment. Accordingly, greater attention must be paid to the
advice given to multilingual parents of children on the
autism spectrum, especially in view of the lack of advice
received by parents in this study.

Providing training and guidance for practitioners (speech
and language therapists, paediatricians, teachers, and health
visitors) on the complexity of language choices would be a
useful step in ensuring that families make appropriate deci-
sions. Along with Beauchamp and MacLeod (2017) and
Lim et al. (2018), we call for greater support for families
who wish to adopt a bilingual approach to raising their child
with a developmental condition like autism and a greater
awareness among practitioners about the possible negative
consequences of advising a purely monolingual approach.
Our findings suggest that in Wales there is a need for more
specialist provision through the medium of Welsh so that
parents are not having to choose between sending their chil-
dren to specialist autism schools or raising them as bilingual
Welsh-English speakers. Drawing on the Welsh context, this
finding may also be relevant to a vast number of settings
where educational systems offer provision in two or more
official languages.

Despite the growing body of evidence to suggest that
bilingualism is not, broadly speaking, detrimental to children
on the autism spectrum, the findings of this study confirm
that there will be some children for whom a single language
approach may be most appropriate. In this vein, our findings
corroborate Baker’s view that ‘neither the pole of single-
language nor multilingual immersion should prevail unilater-
ally’ (2013, p. 533), but instead assessing and addressing the
needs of the individual should be prioritised.

Future Research

This study highlights the need for more research into the
effects of bilingual exposure on individuals on the autism
spectrum as well as how autistic traits affect children from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (Lim et al.
2018). Along with Hampton et al. (2017), we recommend
that further research explores how language choices influ-
ence the well-being of children on the autism spectrum and
their families. Given that the severity of autistic symptoms
and the child’s ability to communicate their basic needs
emerged as key factors in making language decisions,
more critical attention should be afforded to the impact of
bilingual exposure on non-verbal children on the autism
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spectrum, as well as those with limited speech. Future
research should reflect the perspectives of all stake-hold-
ers—parents, educators, speech and language therapists,
health professionals and the children themselves—in help-
ing families to make well-considered choices about which,
and how many, languages to use.
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