
Vol:.(1234567890)

Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders (2022) 52:4440–4473
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-021-05314-z

1 3

ORIGINAL PAPER

“It’s Like Stealing What Should be Theirs.” An Exploration 
of the Experiences and Perspectives of Parents and Educational 
Practitioners on Hebrew–English Bilingualism for Jewish Autistic 
Children

David Ariel Sher1,2,3   · Jenny L. Gibson1   · Wendy V. Browne1

Accepted: 28 September 2021 / Published online: 16 October 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
Parents of autistic children are routinely advised to raise them monolingually, despite potential negative effects of monolin-
gualism and no evidence of harm from bilingualism. There is, however, limited research on this topic. This study explored 
experiences and perspectives of educational practitioners (‘practitioners’) and parents of Hebrew–English bilingual autistic 
children on bilingualism and monolingualism. Using interpretative phenomenological analysis, we explored the experiences 
of 22 parents and 31 practitioners using both oral and written interviews. The analysis revealed that religious continuity is a 
crucial factor in bilingual decision-making. Unexpectedly, both practitioners and parents felt that having to adopt a monolin-
gual approach was unjust, in line with conceptions of forced monolingualism. This article recommends awareness training 
on community languages and research in other communities.
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Introduction

Autistic children face many inequalities and prejudices in 
their school years. These include stigma (Kaushik, Kostaki, 
& Kyriakopoulos, 2016), heightened difficulty in accessing 
health services and their caregivers facing financial burden 
(Vohra et al., 2014). Autistic children are up to three times 
more likely to experience school exclusion than children 
without special educational needs and disabilities (SEND; 

House of Commons Education Committee, 2019). Autistic 
students typically have poorer quality friendships (Kasari 
et al., 2011; Sher & Gibson, 2021) and experience more 
bullying from peers (Humphrey & Symes, 2011), greater 
social anxiety and more loneliness (Bauminger, Shulman, 
& Agam, 2004; Kuusikko et al., 2008).1

Bilingualism and Monolingual Approaches

Although speaking more than one language is the norm in 
most parts of the world, parents raising autistic children in 
countries where the majority language group are primarily 
monolingual often face an information vacuum when decid-
ing whether their autistic children should gain exposure to a 
second language or not (Hampton et al., 2017; Kay-Raining 
Bird, Lamond, & Holden, 2012; Yu, 2013).

Forced monolingualism refers to being prevented from 
gaining competence in a second language, despite one’s 
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family or culture being bilingual (Clyne, 1991, 2005; Öztürk 
& Howard, 2018). There are many reports of practitioners 
(including psychiatrists, language pathologists, teachers and 
psychologists) advising bilingual parents to avoid exposing 
their autistic child to a second language (Beauchamp & 
MacLeod, 2017; Kay-Raining Bird et al., 2012). Such advice 
raises concerns about hampering autistic children’s commu-
nal integration (Beauchamp & MacLeod, 2017; Drysdale, 
van der Meer, & Kagohara, 2015; Hampton et al., 2017; 
Jegatheesan, 2011; Kay-Raining Bird et al., 2012; Kremer-
Sadlik, 2005; Ohashi et al., 2012; Yu, 2013). Therefore, 
forced monolingualism constitutes an additional, understud-
ied inequality that autistic children face.

Reasons proffered to explain some practitioners’ mono-
lingual preferences include the belief that a second language 
causes language confusion and that it impedes acquisition 
of the majority language. However, these views are not sup-
ported by research evidence (Hambly & Fombonne, 2012; 
Jegatheesan, Fowler, & Miller, 2010a; Jegatheesan, Miller, 
& Fowler, 2010b; Kay-Raining Bird et al., 2012; Kremer-
Sadlik, 2005; Ohashi et al., 2012; Uljarevic et al., 2016; 
Y’Garcia et al., 2012; Yu, 2013). Paradoxically, research 
suggests there may be several cognitive and social benefits of 
bilingualism for autistic children (Beauchamp & MacLeod, 
2017; Dai et al., 2018; Genesee, Boivin, & Nicoladis, 1996; 
Lund, Kohlmeier, & Durán, 2017). These include better per-
formance than monolingual peers in total expressive vocab-
ulary assessments (Petersen, Marinova-Todd, & Mirenda, 
2012) and on certain set-shifting tasks (Gonzalez-Barrero & 
Nadig, 2019). In one study, bilingual autistic children were 
more likely to vocalise and use gestures in comparison to 
their monolingual counterparts (Valicenti-McDermott et al., 
2013).

There are very few studies on the effects of monolin-
gual approaches among autistic children in ethnic minori-
ties (Jegatheesan, 2011; Yu, 2013). Despite the central role 
Hebrew occupies in the life of millions of Jewish people 
(Glinert, 2017), the impact of monolingual approaches 
among autistic children has not been explored in relation to 
Hebrew–English bilingualism. Research to bridge this lit-
erature gap is crucial because children gaining Hebrew pro-
ficiency is pivotal in ensuring the continuity of Jewish faith 
and tradition (Mintz, 1993; Schiff, 1998). The focus of the 
current research accords with an important ethical impera-
tive (Tesfaye et al., 2019) to provide a voice for understudied 
ethnic minorities (Atkin & Chattoo, 2006) and is also of 
relevance to all diasporic groups endeavouring to prevent 
community language attrition worldwide, such as Spanish 
speaking communities in the USA (Valdés, 2006).

Practitioners’ propensity to counsel against bilingual-
ism deleteriously affects heritage language maintenance 
and limits children’s vocabularies (Fahim & Nedwick, 
2014). Whilst some communities do not fully abide by 

practitioners’ monolingual recommendations for autis-
tic children (Jegatheesan, 2011) many parents do and this 
can sometimes be on the advice received from family and 
friends (Beauchamp & MacLeod, 2017; Gibson & Katsos, 
unpublished; Hampton et al., 2017; Kremer-Sadlik, 2005; 
Yu, 2013). The impact of this is widely relevant, both glob-
ally and in the UK. For example, Wales, with two national 
languages (Welsh and English) has no specialist autism 
schools delivering education in Welsh (Howard, Gibson, & 
Katsos, 2019a). This lack of support for bilingualism means 
parents are forced to choose between their cultural/heritage 
preference and their autistic child’s scholastic requirements, 
an unsatisfactory situation alluded to in Welsh education 
governmental reviews (Roberts, 2017).

Recommendations that autistic children from bilingual 
families should be raised as monolingual speakers means 
children are often thereby deprived of opportunities to 
accustom themselves linguistically and culturally to their 
community’s social norms (Beauchamp & MacLeod, 2017) 
and religious life (Jegatheesan et al., 2010a, b). Forced 
monolingualism may also impair communication between 
monolingual children and bilingual parents and family, 
which undermines the child’s ability to interact and build 
relationships with immediate and extended family (Beau-
champ & MacLeod, 2017; Kremer-Sadlik, 2005; Yu, 2013). 
Furthermore, such recommendations are not sensitive to the 
aspirations of bilingual parents, who often desire that their 
autistic children attain bilingual ability (Howard, Gibson, 
& Katsos, 2020a; Howard, Katsos, & Gibson, 2020b; Kay-
Raining Bird et al., 2012; Yu, 2013). The present research 
answers calls for further research on parental and practi-
tioner perspectives on bilingualism among autistic children 
in specialist schools and in more diverse linguistic contexts 
(Howard, Katsos, & Gibson, 2019b, 2020a, b; Howard, Kat-
sos, & Gibson, 2020c). Outcomes of children in specialist 
schools, in terms of their quality of life and inclusion, differ 
markedly from those in mainstream schools. For example, 
autistic children may face less bullying and experience more 
support and acceptance in specialist schools (Cook, Odgen, 
& Winstone, 2016; Moore, 2007), yet no study has explored 
the experiences of bilingual autistic children in specialist 
schools.

Hebrew–English Bilingualism in Jewish Schools

Happé and Frith (2020) note that the way in which cul-
tures and different ethnicities affect autistic people has 
not yet been explored sufficiently. To our knowledge, 
no prior study has explored Hebrew–English bilingual-
ism and monolingual approaches among Jewish autistic 
children. The paucity of literature on Hebrew–English 
bilingualism among autistic children is compounded by 
the fact that there is no literature specifically exploring 
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Hebrew–English bilingualism among children with SEND. 
Several Jewish schools specialise in education for autis-
tic children (Anonymous Schools, 2020). Many Jewish 
schools in the USA and virtually all Jewish schools in 
the UK provide instruction in Hebrew alongside English, 
albeit to varying extents (Miller, 2011; Mintz, 1993). The 
ramifications of Hebrew–English bilingual ability extends 
to Jewish lifecycle events. For example, reading from the 
Torah in Hebrew at bar mitzvah is important for affiliated 
English-speaking Jewish families with autistic children 
(Hyman, 2009; Muskat & Putterman, 2016).

Importance of Parents’ and Educational 
Practitioners’ Perspectives

Parents’ language choices, particularly choices surrounding 
bilingual exposure, appear to have great influence on autistic 
children’s bilingual expressive vocabulary abilities (Hambly 
& Fombonne, 2014). In some regards, such as accent, paren-
tal influence is greater for autistic children than that of their 
peers (Baron-Cohen & Staunton, 1994). Parental perspec-
tives are important in Hebrew–English bilingual contexts, 
as parental attitudes are critical in determining the extent of 
children’s Hebrew–English bilingual exposure (Ackerman, 
1993; Feuer, 2016). Educational practitioners’ (‘practition-
ers’) perspectives are equally critical as they exercise sig-
nificant influence over children’s bilingual outcomes (Lee & 
Oxelson, 2006) and their awareness of autism-related issues 
is decisive in successful inclusion of autistic pupils (Iadarola 
et al., 2015; Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012). Indeed, greater 
understanding of autism among educators improves autis-
tic students’ educational experiences (Hinton, Sofronoff, & 
Sheffield, 2008; Symes & Humphrey, 2011).

The Present Study

Due to the lack of research evidence in this area and the 
potential importance of Hebrew–English bilingualism for 
the wellbeing and cultural identity of autistic children who 
are part of the Jewish diaspora, we designed a study to 
explore this issue in greater depth. We ask two main research 
questions;

(1)	 What are the experiences and perspectives of educa-
tional practitioners and parents of autistic children 
on Hebrew–English bilingualism and monolingual 
approaches?

(2)	 What factors do educational practitioners and parents 
take into account when deciding that their autistic chil-
dren/students should gain Hebrew–English bilingual 
ability?

Methods

Methodological Approach

Congruent with methodological developments in multi-
perspectival research designs in both interpretative phe-
nomenological analysis (IPA) frameworks generally and 
in autism research specifically (e.g. Hebron, Humphrey, 
& Oldfield, 2015; Larkin, Shaw, & Flowers, 2019; Makin, 
Hill, & Pellicano, 2017; Reid, Flowers, & Larkin, 2005), 
the present study sought to approach the research ques-
tions through exploration of experiences of parents and 
practitioners.

IPA is idiographic, as it explores individuals’ experi-
ences. IPA is deemed particularly appropriate when the aim 
of the researcher is to gain nuanced and unique insights into 
participants’ experiences (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). 
Semi-structured interviews are often employed in IPA stud-
ies. These comprise short, open-ended questions and allow 
the researcher to temporarily deviate from the interview 
schedule to pursue an intriguing point. IPA is appropriate 
for this study for several reasons. It is useful for exploration 
of phenomena on which little is known (Reid et al., 2005) 
and this study explores such a topic. Moreover, IPA has been 
argued to constitute a participatory, collaborative effort, with 
considerable involvement from both researcher and partici-
pant (Reid et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2009) and thus may 
more faithfully portray the original meaning of participants. 
Finally, IPA aims to reduce power imbalances often inherent 
in researcher-participant power dynamics, by emphasising 
the expertise of participants on their own experiences; this is 
particularly pertinent in research concerning autism (How-
ard et al., 2019a; MacLeod et al., 2017).

A research question regarding children’s own experiences 
had to be postponed due to the effects of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The multi-perspectival design was adopted to bolster 
methodological rigour through between-group triangulation 
(Elliott, Fischer, & Rennie, 1999; Smith et al., 2009).

Although semi-structured interviews are often considered 
the primary IPA method of data collection, in the present 
study we used both oral semi-structured interviews and writ-
ten responses to elicit participants’ accounts of their views 
and experiences. This approach was planned from the start, 
in line with calls to use multiple modes of participation as 
a means of adopting an inclusive research approach (Crane, 
Sesterka, & den Houting, 2020; Nicolaidis et al., 2019). Fur-
thermore, the founders of IPA, Smith, Flowers and Larkin 
(2009), caution against paradigm ‘methodolatry’ and advise 
that IPA can include a diversity of approaches. When car-
rying out the study, the use of written responses became 
unexpectedly important due to the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic, which precluded travel and in person interviews.
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Researcher Reflexivity

We used a reflexive approach in our research. The first 
author used a reflexive journal to consider choice of data 
collection methods, possible limitations and researcher 
positionality. The first author has completed degrees in 
psychology and education, is a rabbi and has undertaken 
qualitative research training and IPA training led by an 
author of the Smith et al. (2009) IPA textbook. The second 
researcher has undertaken qualitative research training, 
has qualifications in psychology and speech and language 
therapy, and has personal experience of neurodevelop-
mental difficulties. The third researcher has qualitative 
research training, obtained qualifications in psychology 
and has personal and professional experience with indi-
viduals on the autistic spectrum.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical clearance was applied for and granted by the Insti-
tutional Ethics Committee. Informed consent was given by 
all participants. Pseudonyms were used for all participants.

Recruitment

The study was based in the UK. All 90 Jewish UK primary 
schools were contacted via email with information about 
the study. In total, 24 schools from ten Local Authorities 
(‘LAs’) across the UK participated by sending invitations 
to participate to prospective parent and practitioner par-
ticipants (see Table 1 for school characteristics). Four out 
of five UK SEND specialist Jewish schools (in three cities) 
participated, alongside 20 mainstream Jewish schools (see 
Fig. 1). Participants were recruited via school gatekeep-
ers, who distributed leaflets with information about the 
study. Schools and participants associated with each of 
the UK Jewish denominations (strictly-Orthodox, centrist-
Orthodox, Masorti, Liberal/Reform) participated.

This study sought views from educational practitioners 
(practitioners) and parents, using the following inclusion 
criteria:

Practitioners,

(1)	 had direct involvement in the providing education for a 
child with a formal autism diagnosis, and

Table 1   Characteristics of 
schools that distributed study 
materials to participants

LAs and school names are anonymised to protect the anonymity of participating schools

School number School characteristics (denomination, SEND/mainstream, single-sex/
mixed, state-funded/independent)

Local Author-
ity

1 Cross communal, mainstream, mixed-gender, state-funded LA 1
2 Centrist-Orthodox, mainstream, mixed-gender, independent LA 2
3 Centrist-Orthodox, mainstream, mixed-gender, state-funded LA 10
4 Centrist-Orthodox, SEND-specialist, mixed-gender, independent LA 2
5 Centrist-Orthodox, mainstream, mixed-gender, state-funded LA 2
6 Centrist-Orthodox, SEND-specialist, mixed-gender, independent LA 3
7 Centrist-Orthodox, mainstream, mixed-gender, state-funded LA 2
8 Centrist-Orthodox, mainstream, mixed-gender, state-funded LA 5
9 Cross communal, mainstream, mixed-gender, state-funded LA 4
10 Centrist-Orthodox, mainstream, mixed-gender, state-funded LA 6
11 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, boys, independent LA 7
12 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, boys, independent LA 2
13 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, girls, independent LA 7
14 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, boys, independent LA 2
15 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, boys, state-funded LA 7
16 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, girls, state-funded LA 7
17 Strictly-Orthodox, SEND-specialist, mixed-gender, independent LA 8
18 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, boys, independent LA 8
19 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, girls, independent LA 9
20 Strictly-Orthodox, SEND-specialist, mixed-gender, independent LA 9
21 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, boys, independent LA 9
22 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, boys, independent LA 9
23 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, mixed-gender, state-funded LA 6
24 Strictly-Orthodox, mainstream, mixed-gender, state-funded LA 9
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(2)	 worked in a school offering Hebrew–English bilingual 
instruction.

Parents,

(1)	 were guardians of children with a formal autism diag-
nosis, and

(2)	 had already decided whether their child(ren) would gain 
Hebrew–English bilingual exposure.

Fig. 1   Outline of participant recruitment
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Based on previous research and suggested sample sizes 
for phenomenological studies (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 
2013; Howard et al., 2019b, 2020a, b; Morgan et al., 2002), 
we aimed to recruit 15 practitioners and 15 parents.

Procedures and Materials

Due to COVID-19 precluding in-person interviewing, par-
ticipants were offered the option to have an online interview, 
or to send responses to questions via electronic or paper 
formats.

Oral Responses Option

Participants preferring to talk to the researcher were inter-
viewed via Skype or Zoom software. This virtual, face-to-
face, direct engagement with parents via video-call accorded 
with research finding that parents of autistic children value 
direct contact with research teams (Fletcher-Watson, Larsen, 
& Salomone, 2019). The interview schedule featured 14 
questions focussed on bilingualism, monolingual approaches 
and decision-making factors, and was administered in a 
semi-structured way, allowing interview discretion to fol-
low up on certain points. Questions were open-ended and 
designed to elicit narratives concerning lived experience 
(Smith et al., 2009; see “Appendix 1”: ‘Interview Sched-
ule’). Interviews were conducted in English.

Written Responses Option

Participants preferring to give a written response were sent 
questions online or on paper copies. Questions were similar 
to interview questions and were separated into three sec-
tions; basic information (e.g. date of birth), information 
on caregivers/practitioners (e.g. level of education) and 
religious and language background (e.g. questions relating 
to Hebrew and bilingualism). Virtually all questions were 
recorded in open-ended text-boxes (online) or open-ended 
‘spaces’ (paper; see “Appendix  2”: ‘Written Response 
Open-Ended Questions’). Due to the fact that for participants 
completing written responses, we could not probe further 
or pursue interesting points (as we did orally), we made the 
decision to include more questions in the written response 
option. This resulted in more substantial written responses. 
This assisted when reporting results, as the extra questions 
facilitated a broadly comparable level of detail to that of 
oral responses.

Data Preparation and Analysis

Shortly after the online interviews took place, recordings 
were transcribed verbatim and false starts, pauses and ‘gug-
gles’ (encouraging sounds made by the researcher) were 

noted, to contextualise the transcription. For both written 
and oral interview transcripts, each transcript was read three 
times and annotations were made in the margins. This pro-
cess was reiterated until the researcher was content that all 
potential themes had been recorded (see Table 2).

Once all themes had been identified, superfluous dupli-
cate themes were removed to create a final master list of 
superordinate themes. At this point, two independent 
researchers reviewed the documentation relating to the 
themes to assess whether the themes corresponded well and 
had been coherently abstracted from the data.

Member‑Checking

This study employed member-checking, so participants 
received copies of their transcripts and were offered the 
opportunity to modify or add to the information they had 
provided.

Results

Participants

Fifty-three participants took part in the study. Ten partici-
pants were interviewed orally (5 parents, 5 practitioners), 
while 43 participants responded in written form (17 parents 
and 26 practitioners) (see Tables 3, 4 for participant char-
acteristics and Table 5 for group level summary data). The 
number of participants was higher than expected, perhaps as 
a consequence of the multi-modal response options and the 
perceived importance of the issue in the community.

Superordinate and Subordinate Themes

We abstracted 4 superordinate and 11 subordinate themes, 
from the data (see Table 6).

Superordinate Theme 1: Not Limiting Autistic Children

This superordinate theme reflected participants’ belief that 
adopting a monolingual approach for autistic children was 
in general, a retrogressive step. There was a belief that this 
approach should only be adopted with caution, that it dis-
tances children from their relatives and communities, is dis-
criminatory, and often constitutes an injustice.

Subordinate Theme: Monolingual Approaches an Injustice

Some parents recounted personal experiences with prac-
titioners to illustrate how a default to monolingualism is 
experienced as an injustice. Lucille related; I met a…doctor 
about Ron’s autism…he said straightaway…two languages 
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with children like this complicates things…he didn’t even 
know Ron…it was part of the rhetoric…He was over-gen-
eralising…I was shocked…(Lucille, parent) By using the 
words ‘rhetoric’ and ‘over-generalising’ it appeared that for 
Lucille, the doctor was somewhat capricious in immediately 
advocating a monolingual approach.

Parents and practitioners referred to monolingual 
approaches constituting a wrongdoing due to monolingual-
ism impoverishing children’s engagement with Judaism and 
their relatives. Some parents went further in using emotive 
terminology and referred to monolingual approaches as a 
crime, in depriving children from learning Hebrew scrip-
ture; …all that learning…it’s their heritage at the end of 
the day. It’s like stealing what should be theirs. (Jason, 
parent) This strong sense of injustice was corroborated by 
other parents; Without…Hebrew it’s a major handicap…our 
secondary schools are preparing boys to go to yeshiva [reli-
gious college] …that takes a very high level of understand-
ing of Hebrew…if you haven’t got those language skills you 
have a major, major, disadvantage. (Anthony, parent) The 
impediment engendered by monoliteracy/monolingualism 
is emphasised by Anthony’s repetition of a ‘major, major’ 
disadvantage.

Practitioners’ views echoed those of parents concerning 
the injustice of assuming monolingualism is the only option 
for autistic children; There’s a lot of ignorance…people…
who hear that a person has autism…switch to the old-
fashioned model…They think [erroneously] ‘Ooh, they’re 

retarded, they can’t…[learn Hebrew]’…You really need 
to give every person a chance to shine… (Helena, practi-
tioner) Here, Helena conveyed the limitations and prejudice 
of monolingualism, by associating it with an ‘old-fashioned’ 
approach and offensive terminology. Helena seemed to indi-
cate the injustice by affirming the need to allow every indi-
vidual to thrive.

Subordinate Theme: Monolingualism Alienates 
from Community and Families

Parents indicated that if children could not learn Hebrew, 
they would endure significant alienation from their commu-
nity and family; It would definitely be very different [if he did 
not learn Hebrew]…he would stick out like a sore thumb…
it would probably be embarrassing for him. (Joshua, par-
ent) Other parents and practitioners concurred; He would 
feel alienated [if he would not learn Hebrew] because…he 
wouldn’t know what’s going on…In…school they light the 
menorah and sing…[so] when we light the menorah at home 
and sing…Hanukkah songs…it’s familiar, he relates, he 
seems calmer. (Denise, parent) [At] synagogue…it would…
be difficult for them…if they’ve had no exposure…it would 
be foreign. (Ramona, practitioner) Both Ramona and Denise 
underscore here how exposure to Hebrew can allow children 
to feel more comfortable when present at Jewish ceremo-
nies or worship and how their children would be distanced 
from their community and family if they only had ability in 

Table 2   Outline of stages of IPA analysis employed in this study

Stage Elucidation of Stage

Stage 1: Reading and re-reading transcripts Several attentive examinations of one transcript. Enables ‘immersing’ 
oneself in the data

Stage 2: Writing initial comments and notes in left-hand margin of 
transcript

Exploratory notation on key issues for participant in relation to the 
phenomenon/phenomena. Annotation includes conceptual, linguistic 
and descriptive comments in an analytical style. Researcher strives 
to understand what participant’s language means to researcher and 
participant

Stage 3: Noting themes in right-hand margin of transcript Reduction of voluminous notations to succinctly worded themes. 
Researcher is nonetheless cautious to preserve complexity of partici-
pant’s account and avoid oversimplification

Stage 4: Searching for links across themes Scrutinise themes. Form clusters of themes through ‘subsuming’ 
themes under headings that then lead to creation of super-ordinate 
themes. Appraise which themes are more prominent and/or frequent 
or pivotal

Stage 5: Repetition of procedure across all transcripts The process explicated in stages 1–4 are repeated for each transcript. 
Equal attention must be expended for analysis of each transcript. 
Each transcript should be explored rigorously and as a distinct case 
from the former ones

Stage 6: Searching for patterns and super-ordinate themes across tran-
scripts

Patterns across transcripts are searched for. Researcher determines 
which themes appear most potent. Identify recurring super-ordinate 
themes. Super-ordinate themes that are not present in over half of 
the sample may be discarded. A final master list of super-ordinate 
themes is presented (see Table 6)
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English. Denise highlighted this through relating her son’s 
calm demeanour when taking part in religious ritual at home 
and the alienation he would experience with no knowledge 
of Hebrew. Ramona emphasised the alienation that could 
result from imposing monolingualism; making synagogue 
worship a foreign experience for autistic children.

Subordinate Theme: Caution Before Advocating 
Monolingualism

Both parents and practitioners believed that caution should 
be applied before pursuing a monolingual approach; Don’t 
limit your child’s future by saying ‘Oh…he has ASD…I 
may as well teach him English…but it’s too hard to read 
Hebrew’…Otherwise, you’re just leaving them with an 
even bigger disability…you’re extending the disability, not 
minimising it. (Anthony, parent) Here, Anthony conveyed 
that well-intentioned efforts that result in a monolingual 
approach may prove to be pernicious by exacerbating the 
experience of ‘disability’. Helena, a practitioner, similarly 
related; I think they [practitioners] need to be very cau-
tious…we cannot clip the wings of people…every person 
who makes a recommendation should really be very, very 
careful and….not generalise… (Helena, practitioner).

Subordinate Theme: Autistic Children Not Different 
from Others

Parents asserted they did not comprehend why a distinction 
between autistic and non-autistic children should be made 
regarding bilingualism, postulating this was discrimina-
tory. One parent declared; Why should a child with ASC be 
different to any other child [?] …with correct understand-
ing…adjustments…all children should be able to succeed. 
(Adelaide, parent) Practitioners related that they strongly 
believed that children should not be treated differently from 
neurotypical children in relation to bilingualism; The deci-
sion-making has to do with…level of academic ability…it 
has nothing to do with the fact that he’s autistic…I would 
teach them like I teach any child…it wouldn’t be different. 
(Helena, practitioner) There’s no reason why a child with 
autism can’t manage a second language…we see…very 
clearly that they can. (Anthony, parent) Other parents and 
practitioners bolstered this argument by asserting that they 
believed autistic children (unless they had dyslexia or dysp-
raxia) could, in many instances, be even more adept at devel-
oping bilingual ability than neurotypical children and should 
not be treated differently to others. To take one example, 
Joshua substantiated this by relating that his autistic daugh-
ter travelled to Israel and “didn’t speak…a word of Hebrew” 
yet within six months “she was fluent in Hebrew.” (Joshua, 
parent) As such, the argument that autistic children were 
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different to other children in having lesser linguistic ability 
was rejected by participants.

Superordinate Theme 2: Centrality of Hebrew

The second superordinate theme indicated the central impor-
tance of Hebrew in the lives of participants and the autistic 
children they care for. In their view, Hebrew facilitated inte-
gration on many levels and also helped autistic children to 
create a spiritual and positive identity.

Subordinate Theme: Hebrew Affords Multifaceted 
Integration

In parents’ experiences, Hebrew provided their children with 
access to seminal Jewish cultural encounters important for 
religious and communal integration, such as reading from 
the Torah on their bar mitzvah and worship in the syna-
gogue. From both parents’ and practitioners’ perspectives, 
Hebrew–English bilingualism should be supported, as it 
plays a pivotal role in facilitating Jewish continuity. When 
asked what Hebrew meant to them and their families, 15 
parent participants indicated that it was critically important 
in their lives, due to cultural and religious reasons; “…cen-
tral to our daily lives.” (Yvonne, parent) A bonding factor 
between ourselves, our nation and our G-d. (Vera, parent) 
This was mirrored amongst practitioners. Through listing 
numerous ways in which learning Hebrew assists in inclu-
sion and integration, Jason, a parent, effectively conveyed 
the pivotal importance of the language for Jewish autistic 
children; For education…and spirituality…for integration 
into the community…socially…if they’re not experiencing 
what other children are experiencing or not able to access 
those things…they’re…even further away, on the periphery 
(Jason, parent).

Within Jewish communities, frequent interspersal of 
Hebrew words within English discourse was cited as another 

critical example of the way in which Hebrew serves as a 
conduit for communal and familial integration. As Denise 
related, at home, family members say; “‘Shabbos [Hebrew 
word for Jewish Sabbath] is coming’…we don’t say ‘Sat-
urday is coming’” (Denise, parent) Denise indicated that 
understanding Hebrew spoken at home and in school pro-
motes autistic children’s comprehension of Judaic practise. 
Lucille averred that knowledge of Hebrew enables her son 
to converse with his cousins and provided him with better 
social ‘tools’, which were most important “because…social 
situations are difficult for him.” Thus, Hebrew–English 
bilingualism is viewed as potentially supportive for those 
with social difficulties. Practitioners emphasised the contri-
bution Hebrew makes for religious inclusion. It thus seems 
that Hebrew was more than a means of communication for 
participants; it is deeply interwoven into the religious, social 
and cultural fabric of Jewish culture and facilitates integra-
tion in these contexts. When asked to share what the experi-
ence of choosing whether their child should learn Hebrew 
or not was like, typical responses were forceful; “It was a 
given…didn’t require any thought!” (Chantel, parent).

Subordinate Theme: Hebrew Supports Positive 
and Spiritual Identity

To most parent participants, Hebrew was important in their 
autistic child’s formulation of a positive identity. Anthony 
described how this was so for his son; My son…has actually 
learnt…three languages [English, Hebrew, Yiddish]…he’s 
able to do that…no problem at all…learning a language is 
very powerful for a child with ASD….very empowering…It’s 
tapping into their strengths… (Anthony, parent).

The positive influence of mastering Hebrew was also 
noted by practitioners. For example, Jeremy, a headteacher, 
conveyed that he had observed that autistic children …get 
a sense of achievement…from learning a second language. 
(Jeremy, practitioner) This point was echoed by Jason, a 

Table 6   Superordinate and 
subordinate themes

Superordinate theme Subordinate theme

1. Not Limiting Autistic Children • Monolingual Approaches an Injustice
• Monolingualism Alienates from Community and 

Families
• Caution Before Advocating Monolingualism
• Autistic Children Not Different from Others

2. Centrality of Hebrew • Hebrew Affords Multifaceted Integration
• Hebrew Supports Positive and Spiritual Identity

3. Differences in Observance • Emphasis on Hebrew Reflects Extent of Religiosity
• Orthodox Default Position to Teach Hebrew

4. Decision-Making Factors on Bilingualism • Many Decision-Making Factors
• Importance of English
• Learner’s Capability in Primary Language
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parent; I think as well…there’s a sense of achievement…
it’s a level of being able to communicate with God [in 
Hebrew]…Judaism is who we are at the end of the day. 
(Jason, parent) By stating Judaism is “who we are” in this 
context, Jason indicated the pivotal role of Hebrew for Jew-
ish identity. Parents opined that a positive Jewish commu-
nal identity was achieved through participation in Hebrew 
synagogue services. Parents felt passionate about this; YES, 
no question! Language is a crucial tool…to access shared 
understanding…Without…specialised words for a cultural, 
religious or national experience, one cannot achieve…
shared understanding…That affects one’s ability to feel ‘the 
same as’ or ‘part of’ [the community]. (Vera, parent) Many 
practitioners (n = 20) similarly felt that not learning Hebrew 
would severely undermine the formation of a communal, 
and religious identity. As one stated; “…it would be…an 
impediment for life.” (Nicola, practitioner) Only five parents 
thought their children’s experiences would not be different 
without learning Hebrew.

Superordinate Theme 3: Differences in Observance

The third superordinate theme revealed how differences in 
levels of religious observance impacted upon Hebrew–Eng-
lish bilingual language learning. Overall, more religious par-
ticipants placed greater emphasis upon their autistic children 
gaining bilingual ability through learning Hebrew. Corre-
spondingly, Orthodox schools adopted a default position of 
initially attempting to teach Hebrew to all students, regard-
less of an autistic diagnosis.

Subordinate Theme: Emphasis on Hebrew Reflects Extent 
of Religiosity

All parents indicated that Hebrew was of great importance to 
their families. However, some parents indicated that this was 
not fully understood by less religious practitioners. Jason 
revealed this was because they “…don’t understand socially 
what it is…the…different milestones we have in life…” 
(Jason, parent) Indeed, both Jason, a parent, and Ramona, a 
practitioner, disclosed that this could sometimes cause fric-
tion between parents and practitioners. As Anthony stated; 
…[Religious] parents…only accept it [a monolingual rec-
ommendation] if it came from…a professional who under-
stands…it’s extremely emotional…parents want their child 
to learn 'Aleph-Beis' [Hebrew alphabet]. (Anthony, parent).

Anthony’s account suggested a clash in perspectives, 
between less religious professionals, who did not compre-
hend the vital importance of Hebrew in Jewish spiritual life, 
and religious parents who found it testing to envisage their 
child not learning Hebrew. Approximately half of practi-
tioners viewed Hebrew as an important factor in parents’ 
decision-making; “It is of utmost importance” (Geraldine, 

practitioner); “Of extreme importance.” (Nicola, practi-
tioner) Practitioners in strictly-Orthodox schools related 
that parents viewed Hebrew as central in decision-making. 
Conversely, practitioners in centrist-Orthodox or cross-com-
munal schools did not discern Hebrew to be as influential in 
decision-making for parents in their schools. A headteacher 
of a centrist-Orthodox school opined; “Not very important…
They [parents] choose the school for…cultural connections, 
for social reasons”. (Victoria, practitioner).

Subordinate Theme: Orthodox Default Position to Teach 
Hebrew

A striking finding was that in many Orthodox schools, the 
default position is for autistic children to learn Hebrew; 
All…children are learning all…studies of Judaism [includ-
ing Hebrew]. (Roxanne, practitioner) The default position 
is always to learn [Hebrew]. (Anthony, parent).

Similar accounts of this default position were provided by 
other practitioners. The matter-of-fact way in which Joshua, 
Roxanne and Anthony described this default policy seemed 
to reveal that they did not view this position as unusual or 
problematic.

Superordinate Theme 4: Decision‑Making Factors on  Bilin‑
gualism  The final superordinate theme illustrated how par-
ticipants took many factors into consideration when mak-
ing decisions on bilingualism for their autistic children. It 
showed that participants recognised the critical importance 
of their autistic children gaining proficiency in the dominant 
societal language, English. It also indicated that participants 
would generally refrain from teaching autistic children 
Hebrew if their children were not capable in their primary 
language, whatever that might be.

Subordinate Theme: Many Decision‑Making Factors  As will 
be seen in the explication of this subordinate theme, several 
factors were deemed important by participants for decision-
making on bilingualism. In practitioners' opinion, cognitive 
ability and emotional well-being, family background and 
whether bilingualism would affect children’s mastery of 
their primary language were the most important factors in 
language maintenance decisions. However, for more obser-
vant schools, learning Hebrew took precedence over other 
factors; “Our children begin learning Hebrew before…
learning English…it is seen as a religious imperative” (Ezra, 
practitioner) When queried on what were the most impor-
tant factors, most parents referred to religious and commu-
nal reasons; There is nothing…more important to us than 
our religion. (Chantel, parent) Learning Hebrew…allows 
him to follow in shul [synagogue], allows him…to have a 
bar mitzvah. Everything we do as a Jewish household…
revolves around being able to read Hebrew. (Adelaide, par-
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ent) Similarly, practitioners report that Some parents…are 
very particular about their children receiving a Hebrew 
education and…consider this to be more important than 
other…factors. (Rayna, practitioner) When indicating the 
importance of different factors influencing decision-making 
on Hebrew–English bilingualism, Jewish continuity was 
deemed most important by both practitioners and parents. 
Only four parents and three practitioners viewed the ability 
to converse with Israelis as an important factor in bilingual 
decision making. Most practitioners (n = 20) reported they 
had received support in their decision-making on bilin-
gualism from the school and they were satisfied with this 
advice. A majority of practitioners indicated that generally 
the school and practitioners advised that children should not 
be precluded from learning Hebrew; All children…have the 
right to be included in all learning. (Laurence, practitioner) 
One headteacher indicated; We are ambitious…for them to 
achieve like the other children. Our autistic children usu-
ally learn Hebrew…like the rest of the class. (Jesse, prac-
titioner).

Practitioners (n = 17) indicated that in the absence of 
debilitating cognitive ‘impairment’, they would recommend 
that parents of autistic children attempt to ensure their chil-
dren learn Hebrew as a second language; I would…recom-
mend their child learns a second language…because I have 
seen how these children picked up the language with rela-
tive ease…and how integrated…they are. (Geraldine, prac-
titioner) Most parents (n = 18) and practitioners (n = 22) who 
answered the question of whether, in their opinion, autistic 
children “should be taught Hebrew in addition to their pri-
mary language”, answered affirmatively.

Subordinate Theme: Importance of  English  Interestingly, 
although participants indicated that some Orthodox fami-
lies teach their children Hebrew before English, Anthony 
declared; You would always prioritise English over 
Hebrew…once…we’re happy [with] the English…they’ll get 
Hebrew as well. (Anthony, parent) This policy may be due 
to a more pragmatic approach, as English would be needed 
for quotidian, mundane activities. Practitioners concurred, 
as Roxanne, a SENDCo, averred; If…Hebrew and English 
are both a problem…I would say to the parents…you are liv-
ing in England…we have to focus…on one language being 
learnt properly. (Roxanne, practitioner).

Subordinate Theme: Learner’s Capability in  Primary Lan‑
guage  Parents emphasised religious factors over academic 
concerns when they related their decision-making on 
whether their child would gain Hebrew–English bilingual 
ability. However, practitioners were more concerned with 
cognitive ability, particularly when participants did not have 
proficiency in their primary language. In fact, some practi-
tioners indicated dangers in teaching Hebrew when the first 

language was not fully acquired due to cognitive difficul-
ties; They tried to teach her with so many methods, multi-
sensory…the iPad…nothing…she was so frustrated…she’s 
sitting in the classroom…wants to be like everyone else 
but…she couldn’t get the Hebrew. (Roxanne, practitioner) 
Roxanne’s account clearly exemplified how the school was 
cautious on this issue, as learning a second language may 
sometimes cause distress to autistic children who have not 
mastered their primary language first.

Discussion

This is the first study to explore views and experiences of 
Hebrew–English bilingualism among parents and practition-
ers supporting autistic children.

The superordinate theme ‘centrality of Hebrew’ shows 
that amongst Jewish parents and practitioners, a child’s 
autism diagnosis does not diminish the importance of the 
child gaining Hebrew–English bilingual ability. This finding 
complements other studies that illustrate the significance of 
Hebrew in Jewish life and may be related to the belief that 
Hebrew is essential for Jewish continuity (Glinert, 2017; 
Mintz, 1993; Schiff, 1998). The superordinate theme, ‘deci-
sion-making factors on bilingualism’ reveals that continu-
ity of Jewish tradition was deemed an extremely important 
factor in decision-making on Hebrew–English bilingualism 
by a greater number of practitioner and parent participants 
than other factors, such as the ability to converse with Israe-
lis. In accordance with Miller (2011), the third superordi-
nate theme, ‘differences in observance’, demonstrates that 
Hebrew occupies a weightier role in more religious families, 
where it was more crucial for familial and cultural cohesion.

The superordinate theme ‘not limiting autistic children’ 
reflects parents' reports that their autistic children often 
acquired a second language with relative ease. This accords 
with the findings of existing literature observing that, com-
pared to their monolingual counterparts, bilingual autistic 
children do not incur additional language development 
delays (Drysdale, et al., 2015; Hambly & Fombonne, 2012; 
Ohashi et al., 2012; Valicenti-McDermott et al., 2013).

On the other hand, while autism was not the deciding 
factor, the present study sheds new light on other factors 
influencing decisions about language use. Firstly, as seen in 
the superordinate theme ‘decision-making factors on bilin-
gualism’, a child’s cognitive ability is a more influential 
decision-making factor on bilingualism for practitioners than 
parents, perhaps because of concerns linked to academic 
considerations. Most unexpectedly, given previous research 
reporting a more ambivalent attitude to bilingualism among 
professionals, practitioners were overwhelmingly in agree-
ment with parents in their view that a default monolingual 
approach is an injustice. Practitioners reported actively 
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encouraging the study of Hebrew. Crucially, practitioners 
revealed that the ‘default’ position in their schools is to pro-
vide Hebrew–English bilingual instruction for autistic stu-
dents. This stands in marked contrast to findings of a wide-
spread proclivity of practitioners to advocate a monolingual 
approach for autistic students (Beauchamp & MacLeod, 
2017; Drysdale et al., 2015; Hampton et al., 2017; Ohashi 
et al., 2012).

Both parents and practitioners indicated that in their expe-
rience, many autistic children (unless they had dyslexia or 
dyspraxia) had superior ability in gaining Hebrew profi-
ciency compared to their neurotypical counterparts. This 
finding differs from Howard et al.’s (2020b) research in 
non-Jewish schools, which revealed that some practitioners 
doubted the feasibility of bilingualism for autistic pupils and 
maintained that it may have a negative impact on their devel-
opment. Nevertheless, it should be noted that some practi-
tioners in the present study similarly did not recommend 
bilingualism for children struggling to master their primary 
language. Further research could explore decision-making 
in the context of autistic children’s verbal ability in English 
compared to their community language in greater detail.

Further, as indicated in the first superordinate theme ‘not 
limiting autistic children’, there was a heightened aware-
ness amongst practitioners of how monolingualism could 
alienate children from their communities. Similarly, great 
understanding (as seen in the second superordinate theme, 
‘centrality of Hebrew’) of how Hebrew facilitated commu-
nal, social, religious and scholastic integration and inclu-
sion was manifest amongst parents and practitioners. The 
discovery that practitioners are cognisant of the importance 
of community languages to minority families diverges from 
existing literature (Jegatheesan, 2011; Kay-Raining Bird 
et al., 2012; Yu, 2013).

Admittedly, parents indicated that speech therapists and 
paediatricians beyond the Jewish community advised them 
in accordance with the commonplace monolingual approach 
that other studies have noted (Hampton et al., 2017). How-
ever, surprisingly, unlike other research (Kremer-Sadlik, 
2005; Yu, 2013), due to the support of schools and practi-
tioners who encouraged their bilingual preferences, parents 
did not heed these monolingual recommendations. Only in 
cases where it was found that students were struggling to 
master their primary language, practitioners’ and parents’ 
decision-making concurred in that English should take 
precedence, as it is crucial for societal engagement. This 
judgement is mirrored in other communities (Howard et al., 
2020a, b).

Potential explanation of the divergence of this study’s 
findings from the existing literature is that, unlike previous 
studies, practitioners shared a similar culture to that of the 
parents of autistic children. As such, it appears there was 
greater sympathy and understanding towards bilingualism 

where languages were related to the shared culture. This 
suggestion is buttressed by the finding in the superordinate 
theme ‘differences in observance’, that parents found that 
less religious practitioners or those from different cultures 
advocated a monolingual approach, as they did not fully 
understand community values. The implication of this 
appears to be that it is critical for practitioners to develop 
understanding of the cultures of the families they engage 
with, potentially through training or awareness courses. 
Similar suggestions have been made for practitioners 
engaging with autistic pupils from other ethnic minorities 
(Howard et al., 2019b; Jegatheesan, 2011). Indeed, Nag 
et al. (2019) indicated that when educators in lower- and 
middle-income countries ignore home culture and commu-
nity artefacts, this alienates parents, often with pernicious 
results for children’s literacy (Nag, Snowling, & Asfaha, 
2016). The present findings also accord with research con-
cerning multilingualism in schools in England, Scotland 
and Wales (McPake, Tinsley, & James, 2007). Research 
conducted by the Training and Development Agency 
(TDA) in England revealed that newly qualified teachers 
did not feel they had been sufficiently trained to work with 
students from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. 
McPake, Tinsley and James (2007) also called for profes-
sional development and teacher training which provides 
knowledge on benefits of plurilingualism. It also seems 
prudent for schools to at least attempt to match autistic 
children with practitioners of similar cultural backgrounds. 
As both parents and practitioners indicated, when this 
matching occurs, parents’ values concerning their lan-
guage choices are often respected, as the practitioner is 
cognisant of the communal and/or religious importance 
and aspirations attached to the second language.

Kay-Raining Bird, Lamond and Holden (2012) and Yu 
(2013) found that teachers often perpetuated a ‘deficit’ 
view on autism, in that they maintained that autism limited 
students’ abilities, including their ability to learn a second 
language. However, as indicated by the first superordinate 
theme, ‘not limiting autistic children’, this study did not 
find this ‘deficit’ view to be present amongst practitioner 
participants. All practitioners noted that autistic children 
often performed better in language-related tasks than their 
neurotypical counterparts. Indeed, alongside parent partic-
ipants, practitioner participants discussed the injustice of 
treating autistic children differently with unexpected pas-
sion and forcefully conveyed that a monolingual attitude 
belied a somewhat discriminatory and outdated approach 
which viewed autism as always constituting severe deficit. 
In accordance with Howard et al.’s (2019b) findings, both 
practitioners and parents noted that when autistic chil-
dren gained Hebrew–English bilingual ability, this was 
inordinately empowering and positively enhanced their 
identity formation (see superordinate theme ‘centrality 
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of Hebrew’). Therefore, it seems clear from these find-
ings that the widespread ‘deficit’ view among teachers 
should be challenged, as autistic children successfully 
gained bilingual ability and this enhanced positive iden-
tity formation.

Strengths and Limitations of the Present Study

This study featured wide participation in cities across the UK 
and schools representing all strands of Judaism. By employing 
such space triangulation, this study avoided research ‘paro-
chialism’ in only reflecting one sub-culture or city. A second 
level of space triangulation was accomplished through data 
collection in mainstream and specialist autism schools, dif-
ferent stakeholder groups, denominations, and different geo-
graphical regions (Campbell et al., 2020; Patton, 1999). This 
means the research was not geographically, professionally or 
denominationally bound with respect to the UK context. A fur-
ther methodological strength lies in the IPA methodology, as 
this has been regarded as a highly suitable method for a sym-
pathetic exploration of diverse experiences and perspectives 
due to its employment of a reflexive, interpretivist ‘double her-
meneutic’ (Howard et al., 2019a, 2020a, b; Smith, 2004; Smith 
et al., 2009). Moreover, IPA aims to level the balance of power 
between interviewees and researchers by viewing participants 
as experts on their own experiences (MacLeod et al., 2017). 
This feature is ethically apposite for research involving autistic 
children’s parents, who have to contend with practitioners’ 
advice that often runs counter to their own wishes (Hampton 
et al., 2017).

The fact that only UK-based parents and practitioners par-
ticipated in this research can be assessed to be one limitation 
of this study. Additionally, whilst this study did include partici-
pants who did not view themselves as particularly religious, a 
majority were observant of at least some religious tenets. As 
such, this study could potentially be partially limited in largely 
reflecting the experiences of somewhat observant Jewish par-
ents and practitioners. Critically though, it should be noted that 
findings may still reflect the experiences of most Jews in the 
UK (and countries with similar Jewish demographic composi-
tions, such as South Africa and Australia), for approximately 
three quarters of the UK Jewish community are nominally 
Orthodox (Casale Mashiah & Boyd, 2017). It is acknowledged 
that the researcher could not ask participants to elaborate on 
written responses in person and so these may not reflect views 
as richly as interviews. Nevertheless, the effect of this was 
mitigated by larger numbers of participants and by the fact that 
many participants wrote very detailed and full accounts. Fur-
thermore, the written responses were bolstered by substantial 
semi-structured oral interview data, and the study benefitted 
from having a multimodal response which mitigated the weak-
nesses inherent in any one method through between-method 
triangulation (Campbell et al, 2020).

Conclusions

This study has revealed the necessity of cultural awareness 
of Hebrew’s importance as a community language for Jew-
ish communities, including their autistic members, a finding 
which may be of relevance beyond the Jewish community. 
Where such awareness exists, parents feel more reassured in 
the decision-making advice offered by SENDCos, teachers and 
psychologists. Such mutually-respectful understanding facili-
tates autistic children successfully gaining bilingual ability.

It is clear from the current study that despite a growing 
body of research indicating attendant benefits of bilingualism 
for autistic children (Beauchamp & MacLeod, 2017; Uljarevic 
et al., 2016), the propensity of practitioners from dissimilar 
cultural backgrounds to recommend a monolingual approach 
for autistic children persists. It is therefore essential that prac-
titioners are made aware of the concrete positive outcomes 
of bilingualism for autistic children that this study observes 
and which previous research has predicted (e.g. Creese et al., 
2006; Howard et al., 2019b; Jegatheesan, 2011). More rudi-
mentarily, practitioners should be mindful of the significant 
impoverishment of social and communicatory experiences 
that unnuanced monolingual approaches engender and of the 
concomitant reduced engagement with family, and threat to 
basic human rights that other studies have also noted (Beau-
champ & MacLeod, 2017; Gréaux, Katsos, & Gibson, 2020; 
Jegatheesan, 2011; Kremer-Sadlik, 2005).

This study has provided a much-needed focus on the expe-
riences of autistic Hebrew–English Jewish bilingual chil-
dren. This topic has been explored in Chinese (Yu, 2013) and 
Muslim communities in the USA (Jegatheesan, 2011) and in 
Welsh-medium schools (Howard et al., 2019b). Nevertheless, 
more research is needed to reflect the diverse linguistic reper-
toire of autistic children in many communities. In particular, to 
guide future practice, further research on children’s perspec-
tives on this topic would be worthwhile, especially research 
exploring any differences in parents’ and children’s view-
points. Overall, the present study revealed a community-wide 
attitude wherein monolingual approaches are not supported 
or advocated. This observation may serve as a noteworthy 
contribution to our understanding of this under-researched 
topic, as it reveals how enhanced cultural understanding of 
the cruciality of bilingualism to certain communities ensures 
that parents’ values and children’s integration are both cham-
pioned and respected.
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Appendix 1: Interview Schedule

Interview Schedule

Interviews accord with Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA), as elucidated in: Smith, J., Flowers, P., 
& Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretative phenomenological 
analysis: Theory, method and research. London: SAGE.

	 1.	 Can you describe what Hebrew means to you and your 
family?

	 2.	 Can you share what the experience of choosing 
whether your child should learn Hebrew or not was 
like?

	 3.	 What would you say were the most important factors 
in making that decision?

	 4.	 If you had to put your finger on the most important 
factor influencing your decision, what would you say 
that was?

	 5.	 Did you experience support in your decision-making 
from the school, or from professionals? (If so, what 
form did this take?)

	 6.	 Would you say that learning Hebrew would enhance 
your child’s connection to the wider Jewish commu-
nity? (If so, in what way?)

	 7.	 Would you say that learning Hebrew would enhance 
your child’s connection to your extended family (e.g. 
child’s grandparents, cousins, etc.)? (If so, in what 
way?)

	 8.	 What kind of experience do you think your child has 
when learning Hebrew?

	 9.	 In your experience, what would you say are the positive 
or challenging aspects of your child gaining compe-
tence in Hebrew?

	10.	 In your opinion, what does gaining ability in Hebrew 
mean for your child?

	11.	 If your child would not have learnt Hebrew, do you 
feel their school/family/community experience would 
be different? (If yes, how so?)

	12.	 How do you think we can promote positive aspects of 
bilingualism being harnessed to benefit autistic chil-
dren?

	13.	 Based on your experiences, what would you recom-
mend to parents of autistic children who are unsure 
whether their children should learn a second language 
or not?

	14.	 From your experience, do you find that practitioners 
make sensible recommendations on whether autistic 
children should gain a second language?

Possible prompts: Could you share more about that? How 
did that feel? Could you give me a few examples?

Appendix 2: Written Response Open‑Ended 
Questions

Written Response Open‑Ended Questions

Note: Please answer these questions with as much detail 
and information as possible. If applicable, please provide 
anecdotes or relate episodes relevant to the questions. If you 
run out of space, please continue writing on the spare pages 
at the end of this questionnaire, citing the question number.

	 1.	 Can you describe what Hebrew means to you and your 
family?

	 2.	 When making the decision on whether to send your 
child to a Jewish school, how important was the factor 
of your child gaining ability in Hebrew to you?

	 3.	 Can you share what the experience of choosing 
whether your child should learn Hebrew or not was 
like?

	 4.	 What were the most important factors in making that 
decision?

	 5.	 What was the most important factor influencing your 
decision on whether your child should learn Hebrew 
in addition to his/her primary language?

		    5a. Why was this factor so important?
	 6.	 Did you experience support in your decision-making 

on this issue from the school, or from professionals 
such as psychologists or therapists? YES/NO

		    6a. If yes, what advice and reasons did the school 
and/or professionals provide on whether your child 
should gain ability in a second language such as 
Hebrew?

		    6b. Were you satisfied with the advice given? YES/
NO Please explain.

	 7.	 Recent research has revealed that children with ASC 
who learn a second language do not feature more lan-
guage or developmental delays compared to children 
with ASC who learn one language. What do you think 
of this finding?

	 8.	 Do you think the school experience of children with 
ASC is made easier or more difficult if they are taught 
additional languages (such as Hebrew)? EASIER/
MORE DIFFICULT/ OTHER

		    Please explain.
	 9.	 Do you believe that learning Hebrew would enhance 

your child’s connection to the wider Jewish commu-
nity? YES/NO (If yes, in what way?)
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	10.	 Do you think that learning Hebrew would enhance your 
child’s connection to your extended family (e.g. child’s 
grandparents, cousins, etc.)? YES/NO (If yes, in what 
way?)

	11.	 What kind of experience do you think your child has 
when learning Hebrew?

	12.	 In your experience, what are the positive or challenging 
aspects of your child gaining competence in Hebrew?

	13.	 In your opinion, what would gaining ability in Hebrew 
mean for your child?

	14.	 If your child would not have learnt Hebrew, do you 
feel their school/family/community experience would 
be different? YES/NO (If yes, how so?)

	15.	 How do you think we can promote positive aspects of 
having ability in two languages (e.g. Hebrew and Eng-
lish) being harnessed to benefit children with ASC?

	16.	 In your opinion, what measures do you think schools 
should take to best facilitate children with ASC gaining 
ability in two languages (e.g. in Hebrew and English)?

	17.	 In your opinion what measures do you think practition-
ers such as therapists or psychologists should take to 
best facilitate children with ASC gaining ability in two 
languages (e.g. in Hebrew and English)?

	18.	 Based on your experiences, what would you recom-
mend to other parents of children with ASC who are 
unsure whether their children should learn a second 
language or not? Please answer as fully as possible.

	19.	 From your experience, do you find that practitioners 
make sensible recommendations on whether children 
with ASC should gain a second language? YES/NO

		    Please explain:
	20.	 In your opinion do you feel children with ASC should 

be taught Hebrew in addition to their primary lan-
guage? YES/NO Please explain your answer.

	21.	 In your experience, do you find that parents and teach-
ers/professionals agree on the issue of whether chil-
dren with ASC should gain competence in a second 
language (e.g. Hebrew) in addition to their primary 
language? YES/NO

Please explain. If no, please also outline where you 
believe the primary differences in perspectives lie.
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