
Bilingualism in Autism:  
a multi-informant study 

BACKGROUND 

• There is no evidence to suggest that 
bilingualism is detrimental for children 
on the autism spectrum. 

• However, many parents are advised that 
‘one language is best’ when it comes to 
raising a child diagnosed with autism 
from a multilingual family (Hampton et 
al., 2017)

METHODS 

• Semi-structured interviews with 
children (n=12) aged 7-14, parents (n=16) 
and educational practitioners (n=13) in 
England and Wales  

• Interview schedule based on 5 domains 
of school experience 

• Adjustments made for potential 
communicative difficulties included: 
computer-assisted interviews with photo 
elicitation, stop/move on card, emoji 
palette 

• Interpretative phenomenological 
analysis (Smith et al., 2009) used to 
elicit the ‘lived experience’

FINDINGS  

1) Factors affecting families’ language choices included: (i) communication with family, 
(ii) the severity of autism symptoms, (iii) advice received, (iv) parents’ proficiency 

2) Practitioners had concerns about the feasibility of bilingualism in autism, particularly 
regarding its impact on children’s proficiency in English and literacy development 

3) Children educated in more multilingual environments were more positive about being 
bilingual but many minimised their linguistic repertoires and multilingual identities 

This study is part of Strand 6 (Health and 
Well-being) of the MEITS Project, a major 
interdisciplinary research project funded 
by the AHRC Open World Research 
Initiative (OWRI), which aims to promote 
multilingualism in the UK and beyond.  
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IMPLICATIONS 
• Greater support needed for multilingual 

families making language decisions 

• In Wales, there is a need for Welsh-
medium specialist autism schools
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AIM 
To illuminate the lived experience of 
bilingualism in autism from multiple 
perspectives


